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ABSTRACT 
 
This creative-critical thesis has two parts. The first part aims to collate original short fiction 
by the candidate. The accompanying second part is a contextualising essay, which aims to 
provide a reflective commentary on the Gothic elements in the candidate’s work. It begins 
with studying Canadian short story writer Alice Munro’s work as an example of how the 
Gothic can be incorporated or introduced in Realist Short Fiction.  
 
Since most of Munro’s early work has already been read as Gothic Realism by various other 
scholars, this thesis focuses on stories from her later volumes such as Hateship, Friendship, 
Courtship, Loveship, Marriage, Runaway, View from Castle Rock and Dear Life which have 
not yet been exhaustively studied. Thus, by devoting attention to her later work the candidate 
hopes to be filling in a notable lacuna or gap. I have chosen to examine a total of ten stories 
from the later volumes, and to analyse how despite their focus on the quotidian, and their 
verisimilitude, they invoke the mysterious and the otherworldly dimension which has 
traditionally been the domain of Gothic texts. 
 
Despite the fact that Alice Munro writes primarily realist stories, those which privilege the 
character’s interior lives, experiences and personal relationships; both her themes, and 
narrative devices (dreams, diary entries, information uncovered through newspaper accounts, 
and letters) reinforce her intent to go beyond simple verisimilitude. The ten stories, which I 
have selected to analyse, are grouped according to theme. There are those dealing with 
violence (‘Queenie’, ‘Runaway’, and ‘Haven’), those dealing with expressive visuality akin 
to Gothic texts (‘Winter Wind’, ‘Nettles’, and ‘The Ticket’), and those dealing with the 
grotesque (‘Cortes Island’, ‘The Office’, and ‘Some Women.’) A short reflective commentary 
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of my own work in each chapter, and how I have incorporated such themes and conventions 
in my own short fiction will complete the critical section. 
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                                            PREFACE 
When I first started writing prose, my creative efforts would take the form of mainly realistic 
narratives: set in a recognizable world and full of detail which could be apprehended through 
the senses - a world which readers could identify with. I found early on that I could not manage 
to make the length of these narratives exceed a certain number of words – they mainly tended 
to be short narratives; full of arresting detail, a modicum of suspense, and I hope some literary 
merit but nevertheless short. Over time I noticed another characteristic of these short realistic 
narratives – thematically they tended to be dark narratives, full of comment on human 
stupidity and the destructive deeds which people perform against each other out of ignorance, 
hate, fear, spite, pride or jealousy. The term ‘Gothic’ came to mind. Once these short stories 
began to be published in various literary journals, and in anthologies focusing on crime 
fiction, I gained confidence that my forte was not only short fiction, but this curious 
combination or hybrid of the gothic and the realistic. Early gothic-realistic narratives of mine 
were influenced by British writers such as Ruth Rendell and Beryl Bainbridge, but I soon 
came to see that the writer who had the most formative influence on my work was Canadian 
writer Alice Munro. Her realistic short fiction had a similar tinge of the ‘Gothic’ in it, and her 
doomed and debauched protagonists frequently (especially when in throes of high passion) 
found themselves crossing the barriers of social restraint, propriety, and even morality. The 
title of my collection of short fiction - Perils and Pleasures - seemed to me to encompass not 
only the content of my own work but also Munro’s daring, adulterous protagonists who fall 
into precarious and dangerous situations solely as a result of their own decisions and 
wilfulness. Since I wanted my thesis to stand as a creative-critical whole, I decided to 
contextualise it with a reflection on Munro’s work and to analyse how her realistic short 
stories with gothic inflections belong to a hybrid genre I prefer to refer to as ‘Gothic-Realist.’ 
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Since my thesis engages in theorising ‘Gothic-Realism’ both creatively and critically so 
structurally it is bifurcated into two parts. Part One is a collection of my original short fiction, 
and Part Two analyses Munro along with providing a reflective commentary on the creative 
writing contained in Part One.              
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Part One: Short Stories 
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Set One 
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FENG SHUI 
Sheetal’s husband worked in the RBI and therefore was in the possession of an independent 
flat in Gurgaon. The Bank owned a housing complex and all the flats in it. Every employee 
with a family was guaranteed a three-bedroom set. Sheetal was delighted with the thought of 
having a three-bedroom house of which she was the mistress, to arrange and decorate as she 
chose. She went to Dilli Haat to shop for things for her new house. She ate momos, and drank 
fruit beer as she used to do when she studied Fine Art at college. Then she bought pens with 
artificial jewels encrusted in them, elaborate key rings, notebooks made of handmade paper 
and bound by thread. A booklet of paper cuttings, of dragons and lamps - the shopkeeper told 
her that the Chinese cut these ready-made drawings and pasted them on the walls on the eve 
of their New Year. She bought a hand bag made of jute, and coloured bangles for herself as 
Rajeev hardly ever bought home presents. She walked quickly past the shops selling printed 
textiles as she did not want additional trips to the tailor to have them made. Finally, when it 
was nearly half past twelve she started on the purchases for the house. Paintings, lamps, a set 
of daggers (again with artificial jewels encrusted in them) and a bell with a knife hanging 
below it (which was meant to deflect negative energy in accordance with the concept of feng 
shui.)  
 
All her girlfriends from college had jobs and no one would be free to join her on a weekday, 
she knew this but still she couldn’t help feeling despondent as she sat drinking her fruit beer 
in the glare of the afternoon sun. She fanned herself with a fan she had bought, it had Chinese 
decorations on it and ribbons attached, but it was of no use. Beads of sweat formed on her 
forehead and trickled down her back. Soon the screen of her mobile flashed, and she knew 
that it was time to go home. But she did not take the call, she let it go to voicemail. Her 
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husband had a tiresome habit of forever checking up on her but Sheetal knew that it would 
not do to express anger and she tried to be as compliant as she could be. 
 
The traffic on the road was impossible to navigate. The constant honking of the horns, and 
the fumes from the cars gave her a headache. A vendor on the road weaving between the cars 
thrust a plate of sliced coconuts at her but she saw that they were caked with a thin film of 
dust. She shook her head at him. Another vendor threading his way between scooters and 
motorbikes, dangled a bottle of mango juice before her and this she was about to buy but the 
light on the traffic signal suddenly changed to green and she flung her purse aside flashing 
the vendor an apologetic smile. 
                  
The congestion at the intersection only five minutes away from her house caused her to dig 
her nails in her palm - her phone had now started flashing every five minutes. Sheetal didn’t 
want to encourage her husband in this habit of his by picking up the phone every time he 
called so she willed herself to self-control and abstained from the temptation of picking up 
her phone. An urchin pushed a copy of Vogue at her and she felt absurdly flattered at being 
thought of as the kind of woman who read fashion magazines but she frowned and shook her 
head. Rajeev didn’t approve, he thought all this shallow and superficial. 
                 
When she got home Rajeev looked ill-tempered and asked her why did he always have to 
come home to an empty flat? She kissed him on the cheek and showed him the cuff links she 
had bought for him. A little mollified he deigned to demand his cup of tea. 
                                                                       * 
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A week later Sheetal was sitting with her friend from college at one of the cafés at the IHC, 
the Lite House. They were eating sandwiches with paper thin crusts and filled with lettuce 
and cheese imported from abroad. Sheetal who had wanted to eat potato chips fried in oil from 
one of the roadside stalls did not think much of these sandwiches. ‘You could get Rajeev 
along,’ her friend suggested, looking down at her plate and slicing off the edge of her lemon 
tart with a fork. ‘He thinks such things are a waste of time. He doesn’t enjoy plays,’ Sheetal 
said. Her friend grimaced sympathetically and Sheetal looked away. ‘If it wasn’t an evening 
show, but something in the afternoon. Something which got over by half-past five I would 
definitely have come,’ she said at last looking at a sparrow sitting on the electricity cable. 
                                                                     * 
Every Sunday was lunch at the in-laws. Rajeev’s mother was a fabulous cook and store bought 
chapattis or pickles were never ever found in her house. Snide remarks about how thin her 
darling boy had become, and how could he be expected to adjust to Sheetal’s inept cooking 
would abound all through the meals and spoil any enjoyment that Sheetal could have had from 
the visit. 
                 
That Sunday she lay in bed reading, a paperback novel of crime and larceny. It had a lurid 
cover of a woman being stabbed. She refused to go out for lunch. ‘Why don’t you just go 
yourself? It’s not like we have to compulsorily go every weekend. It’s tiresome, keeping this 
mandatory routine. I’ll simply pay them a visit when I feel like it. On Thursday perhaps, I’ll 
be going to west Delhi anyway,’ she said. 
             
Rajeev took the novel from her hands and threw it out of the window of the flat while she 
stared at him open-mouthed. ‘I don’t want you reading such filth again,’ he said. 
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                                                                      * 
The cylinder which supplied gas to her stove was empty and she had ordered for another 
cylinder to be brought from the shop. When she opened the door to the man who carried it 
from the store she saw something which knocked the wind out of her. The doorway to the 
house opposite them was open, and the couple were standing in the corridor and arguing. She 
did not know them, they were stridently private and kept to themselves. The woman was 
carrying a suitcase in her hand, as if about to go somewhere but the man suddenly pulled her 
backwards into the house. She stumbled and fell and sounds of her protests reached Sheetal. 
The man who was dragging her across the floor, suddenly looked up and saw Sheetal. He 
crossed his corridor and shut the door.  
                   
After this Sheetal began to feel content in her own marriage. In her mind, she would compare 
herself with her hapless neighbour and assess herself to be much better off. She took to 
decorating her house with renewed vigour. Every morning at half past six the milkman would 
deliver milk to their house, and for the first time in ages she woke up in time to open the door 
to him. One morning she saw a note on the mat. It was in pencil and was a little smudged. 
‘Please help me. He is going to kill me,’ it said. Sheetal put a hand to her forehead. She 
thought she knew who the message was from. 
                  
In the evening she thought of showing the note to Rajeev. But she didn’t show it. In her private 
moments, in the long afternoons when Rajeev was away at work and she was free to watch 
television she would hold the note in her hand and read it over and over. In the end she did 
nothing. She was too frightened, and she thought it was not her place to interfere. After a few 
days a smell of rotting flesh began to emanate from the flat opposite them. Still she did 
nothing. 
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 MURDER AMONG THE MARIGOLDS 
It was a sunny afternoon when Mala first saw the mechanic. The car had broken down and he 
had come to do the repairs. She had been sitting on the marble veranda and cutting the pictures 
of film stars for her scrapbook when she saw him saunter through the gate, open his toolbox 
with a flourish and stick his head under the car. The stains of black grease on his arms, the 
sweat dripping from his forehead. He saw her looking and winked at her. The heat rose in her 
cheeks, and she flung a magazine at him. 
  
‘Can’t you find another mechanic? He is so cheeky,’ she said to her father that night in the 
dining room.  
‘What has he done? What has happened?’ asked her father. 
‘Nothing. He is just terribly insolent. I shall teach him a lesson the next time he comes to the 
house,’ she said. 
Her father laughed uproariously, and her mother frowned. “Lessons, lessons,’ she muttered, 
shaking her head. 
Her sister reading a book on the new Kindle she had bought, looked at her thoughtfully as 
Mala sat at her dressing table looking into the mirror and patting her plump cheeks. ‘It’s not 
like you to let anybody get under your skin like this,’ she said.  
Under the skin, Mala thought and shivered as if frightened.    
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The next time she saw him was at a cousin’s wedding. He was friends apparently with the 
caterers. Well, if not friends exactly he was definitely hanging out with them on this occasion, 
drinking some cheap alcoholic drink and rolling bidis. She was terribly startled when she saw 
him standing among the caterers and even more shocked at her own reaction. Her heart had 
started thudding in her chest, and she looked around hoping that no one noticed her agitation. 
 
When the waiters came around, offering cottage cheese and cherries on toothpicks. Slices of 
pineapples and roasted meat. It was then that she decided to send him a message. She took a 
napkin from the tray and said, “Do you see that man in that black vest?” For that was what he 
was wearing, a black vest and green trousers. The waiter nodded. She drew a picture on the 
napkin, a hurried sketch of him. His features comically exaggerated, a heavy jaw and short 
stumpy legs. She wasn’t trying to cheese him off, she simply wanted him to know that this 
was how she saw him. It was for some reason very important to her that he know this. She 
folded the paper napkin twice over so that the waiter couldn’t see what she had drawn. ‘Could 
you hand this over to that man?’ she asked him. 
                                                                         * 
He took it as a challenge, the mechanic. He started coming over to the house for no reason at 
all. He went apparently to her father asking whether he could do any odd jobs about the house. 
He needed the money, he said. Soon she saw him hauling sacks of manure at the gardener’s 
instructions across the spotless lawn. Assaulting her father’s car spraying water from a hose 
at it. Moving the mattresses from a shelf in the store, dusting them off and laying them under 
the sun. He seemed to be omnipresent, she could not get away from him. It seemed to her that 
wherever she turned she would see him. She would be coming down the stairs and see him 
taking a list of plants from her mother which were to be brought from the nursery. Why can’t 
the gardener do this himself?, she would think to herself. But then her mother would turn to 
 
18 
 
her with a satisfied expression, asserting that what a relief it was to have someone so handy 
about the house to do all these errands. “Labour is so expensive nowadays,” she would sigh 
philosophically and shake her head. 
 
Mala seethed to herself. She thought of elaborate ways of getting back at him but apart from 
sticking out her leg and tripping him over, when he was carrying a box full of old magazines 
to be sold to the kabadiwalla, she did not put any of them into practise. One day she got her 
chance. She was standing on the terrace stringing out clothes on the clothesline when she saw 
him enter through the gate and walk across the lawn to the path directly beside the terrace. He 
was counting out a wad of cash and humming to himself, dressed in a new shirt and wearing 
a flashy gold chain around his neck when she overturned the bucket of soapy water from the 
ledge of the terrace right over his head. The new shirt that he was feeling so proud of was 
drenched and so was the money he was holding in his hand. 
 
She was scolded terribly that night by her mother who tried to twist her ear but her father 
intervened saying that there must have been some mistake and that Mala wouldn’t do such a 
thing deliberately. Everyone was given koftas which her mother had made for dinner that 
night but Mala was forbidden from touching them. She sulked and thought up plans for 
revenge. 
 
She did not get her chance for a while since the mechanic had stopped coming to the house. 
‘You have scared him off,’ her sister pronounced, as if that wasn’t evident, as if Mala did not 
know that herself. As if Mala cared. ‘As if I care,’ she said to her sister. Her sister started 
talking about a book she had read, about harpies who were half-women and half-birds, with 
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talons and claws and shrill voices. Mala did not understand this tangential conversation. 
‘What’s your point?’ she asked. 
He did not come for so many days that Mala started feeling frightened. ‘I think something has 
happened to him,’ she said. ‘He might have gotten drunk on some foul drink and passed out 
in some alley somewhere. He might have got into an altercation with someone and might be 
lying in some gutter. Perhaps his friends don’t care. Perhaps he doesn’t have any friends,’ she 
said. 
Her sister stared at her in disbelief. 
                                                                          * 
It was at the Ram-Leela that she got to see him. Four and a half months had passed and the 
season had turned to autumn. There was a chill in the air and she was regretting not having 
bought a shawl. She saw him stringing the lights next to the stage and had to resist the impulse 
to wave at him. He came over to talk to her sister. It turned out that his kid brother was part 
of the play as one of the members of Hanuman’s army. ‘They wanted some local children to 
supplement their own players,’ he was saying, gesturing towards the traveling troupe whose 
shapes could be made out (they were putting on their costumes) behind the white translucent 
curtain. He stayed on talking with her sister a bit too long, and Mala turned her face away not 
wanting to encourage him. 
 
Later when they were on the Ferris wheel, Mala saw him looking at her. Like a predator who 
would catch hold of her the moment she touched the ground. She shivered to herself and 
clutched the side of her seat. Her bangles rattled against each other on her wrist. 
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Something must have happened to him since seeing her at the fête. Maybe it was the pretty 
glass bangles she wore, or the fact that she herself had grown prettier since the summer for he 
started coming around to the house again. Still the same excuse of needing to supplement his 
income. But this time around he did not pay much attention to her. She picked at her plate at 
breakfast bereft of any interest in food, leached of her appetite, after seeing him ignore her so 
candidly. He talked only to her mother as she handed him a list of errands to run and did not 
look at her even once. One day when she was sprawled on her charpai reading a romantic 
novel and eating grapes, he came out of the house with a dust cloth. Someone had told him to 
wipe the windshield of the car it seemed. He was ignoring her so diligently (no more humming 
of film songs in a low voice whenever she was around) that she started yearning for his 
attention and pelting him with grapes. One grape she threw at his arms, the other bounced off 
his head. Twenty grapes she must have thrown before he looked at her. Murder in his eyes. 
Suddenly conscious of having wasted all her fruit, by electing to throw it at him rather than 
eat it, she burst into tears and fled to her room. 
 
Under a dark cloud all throughout dinner. Spearing at the chicken on her plate with a fork. 
Sucked the meat right off its bones. “When will the rain fall?” asked her sister, referring to 
when will the eventual outburst happen. At night that day the electricity went off when they 
were watching TV. There was talk of getting the generator started. Her mother referred to the 
mechanic. She said she wished he was there to start it up. ‘Are you serious?’ Mala shrieked. 
‘Why would you want him here?’ Everyone asked her what had happened and when she 
mumbled nothing accused her of being too touchy and of overreacting. 
 
It rained that night and Mala half-awake, listening to the rain thundering down, imagined the 
mechanic’s hands caressing her, and tossed in her broken sleep as if feverish. 
 
21 
 
* 
The next day their driver did not come to work. And Mala thought it an act of divine 
providence. ‘Drive me to the market,’ she commanded the mechanic. ‘Go and ask my father 
first,’ she said. When he came out again, holding the coveted keys, but wearing a terribly 
beleaguered expression Mala smiled to herself like a cat contemplating a saucer of cream. She 
reclined in the backseat, trying to push down her low-cut blouse even further, but he did not 
take his eyes off the road. ‘In the olden days they would drag the women they wanted by the 
hair to a cave,’ she said. When he was not provoked she said loftily, ‘This is not the olden 
days anymore. Do not get any ideas.’ When he still did not reply she learnt forward and 
pinched him hard on his neck. Pulling the skin between her fingers and digging her cuticles 
hard into his skin. She could not see whether she had drawn blood because he stopped the car 
so suddenly (mercifully there was no one behind them) that she was thrown back onto the 
seat. He took deep breaths to calm himself, exhaling the air out slowly while she looked out 
of the window trying to hold a defiant expression on her face. After a while he started the car 
again and they drove back the rest of the way in silence. Mala looked out of the window and 
saw schoolchildren on the footpath swinging their satchels and holding candyfloss in their 
hands. 
 
The day after she dreaded seeing him but still she sat on the veranda wondering when he 
would come. He did come finally, either drawn by the power of her will or by telepathy. He 
bought her a string of marigolds to braid into her hair. A peace offering. ‘How did you come 
by these? Have you stolen them from somewhere?’ she demanded. He crushed the marigolds 
in his fist in fury, and turned to go, when it suddenly struck her that she might never see him 
again. She got up quickly and caught hold of his arm. When he turned around, he pressed his 
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thumb in the hollow of her throat, and she caught her breath. His hand at the nape of her neck, 
and he bent his head towards her while she waited for whatever was to come next. 
 
That evening she lingered near the garage door waiting for him. Dusk was falling and she tore 
the marigold flowers she was holding to shreds as she walked to and from the house to the 
garage. The afternoons the mechanic had to spend at his shop but he had promised that he 
would come in the evening. The minute he stepped inside the gate her sister besieged him to 
drive her to the tailor’s. She had to pick up some dresses. ‘Hurry, or the shop will close,’ she 
said, thrusting the keys into his hands. He threw Mala wistful looks but there was no choice. 
He had to go. 
 
When she saw him and her sister come back from the tailor’s, through the kitchen window, 
she quietly slipped out from the kitchen and went to the dusty garage. It had a stack of old 
newspapers piled up in the corner and she spread a few of the newspapers on the floor, laying 
them down flat and pressing her palms over them. He came after her soon enough and pulled 
down the garage door trapping them in the dark. She traced the wall with her fingers till she 
found the electric switch. A single flickering bulb threw a dim light over the garage. She 
smoothed the newspapers again and watched him taking off his shirt. It was ferocious and 
urgent, and she did not know whether she should have expected anything else. 
 
They saw less of each other after that. They drifted apart quite naturally. Neither of them had 
anything left to say to each other. He stopped coming to the house and she did not have to 
suffer the inconvenience of seeing him around. 
* 
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The following summer she was getting married and the sangeet ceremony was held in a big 
tent. Marigolds in pots lined the entrance of the house. She was sitting in the tent among a 
group of friends and relatives who were urging her to allow them to put sandalwood paste on 
her legs. She was laughing and shaking her head when the smile vanished from her lips. 
Everyone turned and looked around to see what she was gazing at. It was the mechanic 
holding a revolver. From where did he get this firearm? she wondered staring at him open 
mouthed. There was a flutter among all. He stood there like a cat among the pigeons and 
aimed the gun at her. She tried to say something, but no sound would come out of her mouth. 
There was a loud deafening sound of the gun going off and ear-splitting shrieks all around. 
He didn’t even get a silencer for his gun, she thought to herself. That was the last thought she 
had before everything went black. 
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THE PETROL STATION 
  
The newlywed couple were travelling by car across the desert terrain. They had driven out 
from Jodhpur towards the dunes which they wanted to see by the light of the setting sun. 
Having bought a stock of burgers, French fries and coca colas at the McDonald’s in the city 
they were not hungry or thirsty but still irritable. It was because of the dust flowing in from 
the windows which they had opened an inch, the air conditioning of the rented car being 
ineffective, and also because of the unrelenting heat. 
 
The match had been arranged by his parents. They had seen the girl at a wedding and called 
at her house. He had sat moody and sullen, not wanting to participate in the conversation as 
he didn’t think that he was ready to settle down yet. Being rooted to a mortgage, a house 
identical to all others along a tree lined pavement, was not the destiny he had envisaged for 
himself. But when she walked in, the soft scent of jasmine around her, ‘Niyati has made the 
kheer herself,’ her mother was pronouncing, and offered him a cup on the tray, a heady scent 
of intoxication had washed over him. 
 
‘I don’t think this can be the right way,’ she was now saying, peering at the map and 
scrunching up her forehead in an effort of concentration. 
 
‘The road is the right one. I’m more worried about the fact that we’re running out of fuel,’ he 
said. He wanted a rest from the wheel, there was a growing pain in his lower back, but since 
his wife did not drive very well he said nothing about it. 
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They saw a dhaba up on the road before them. ‘Do you want to stop here for a rest? Get some 
mineral water?’ he asked her and when she nodded slowed the car to park under the tree next 
to the restaurant. She sat and ate some puri and chana daal while he paid at the counter for 
the bottled water. They did not trust the water of the dhaba which had been served in small 
glasses and opted to wash their faces with it instead, cupping their hands and splashing it 
vigorously to remove the dust caked to their faces. Nishaad went to a group of people sitting 
at the back who looked like villagers from this area to confirm that he was on the right road 
and returned with a determined and resolute air about him to her table. ‘And what’s more 
there is a gas station a few kilometers on from here. They have a convenience store too, so 
you can buy the face towels that you wanted.’ 
She cheered up considerably and they held hands while going to their car causing the locals 
to throw glances their way and chuckle. 
 
The radio of the car was also out of order but she fiddled with its knobs irrespective trying to 
catch a signal. He divined her wish for music and remembered their first conversation. They 
had sat on the terrace of her house and he had done most of the talking detailing his plans for 
the future, cracking jokes to make her feel at ease while she had sipped her tea and regarded 
him silently. He did not manage to make out what kind of an effect he was having, or whether 
he was having an effect at all, she had been looking at the tea leaves in her cup, till she asked 
him to finish his tea quickly. His spirits deflated; she has had enough of me, she wants to go 
back inside, he thought. He did as she asked and she took the empty cup from him looked into 
it and said. ‘I can read tea leaves, mine says that I have met the right man and yours says that 
you are going to fall in love,’ she said. He did not know how to react, but the look on his face 
must have delighted her as she burst into peals of laughter. Their families sitting in the 
courtyard had heard her ringing laugh and looked up at the terrace. 
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He started singing now, a popular tune which he knew she liked, took her hand and put the 
flat of her palm against his cheek. They sat contentedly with each other in silence, even the 
silence expressive between them and he thought of how he wasn’t sure whether her prediction 
would be right till he noticed that she was the first thing he thought about waking up in the 
morning, and the last before going off to sleep and that is how he had known that he was in 
love. 
               
They soon saw the service station. It had separate pumps for petrol and diesel and a modern 
complex with glass fronted windows, which housed the supermarket. They looked at each 
other with gratification and relief. It seemed deserted apart from a few yawning employees, 
there were no other cars being serviced. Nishaad pulled in the driveway, and Niyati told him 
that she was going into the supermarket to purchase a few items. He saw her quickly walking 
away, taking the trolley from the rack and slipping through the automatic doors. Then he 
turned to make conversation with the men at the pumps, who all spoke about how the tourism 
this season was lagging, not many people were willing any longer to travel long distances for 
the sake of nature’s splendours. 
 
The needle rocketed and the tank showed full. While the man was counting out the change, 
Nishaad looked towards the glass panes but couldn’t see his wife in between the racks. The 
man said that he didn’t have enough change on him and started walking towards the 
supermarket, Nishaad following. The girl at the counter told him that she had seen a woman 
in a pink slawar kameez enter, shop around for a few things and then walk towards the ladies 
washroom. Nishaad walked across the aisles and saw a small basket inside a trolley which 
was filled with face cleansing tissues, a bottle of hair spray, some mint and a charger for a 
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mobile phone. It stood at an haphazard angle in the aisle, and had an air of sudden 
abandonment. Nishaad steered the trolley around and bought it to the counter whistling a tune 
to calm his nerves. The hair at the back of his neck was standing up and something didn’t feel 
right but he couldn’t identify what. After all there was nothing wrong with his wife going to 
the ladies, the girl at the counter looked placid and calm, everyone else was behaving 
normally, as if it was a normal sunny afternoon. Nishaad recalled that when he had got out of 
the car to stretch his legs, he had turned for a split second seen Niyati adjusting her hair in the 
rear-view mirror and seen a man in a black jacket move across the rows of foodstuffs. He 
remembered thinking even then that how strange it was that a man would wear a black jacket 
in this heat. He had seen him like a shadow at the corner of his vision, before his wife’s voice 
had claimed his attention, she was telling him that she was going into the shop. He had turned 
to her fondly seeing her step out of her high heels, in which she didn’t like to walk, into jute 
sandals. 
 
He felt an irrational fear take hold of him and he raced to the counter telling the girl to check 
in on his wife. He was worried as to why she was taking so long, he said. The girl looked as 
if she would just tell him to wait but she must have noticed his hoarse voice for she complied. 
He stood impatiently, beads of sweat forming on his brow as he saw her come out of the 
washroom looking bewildered and saying there’s no one there.  He raced past her only to see 
with his own eyes the truth of her statement. They looked at each other aghast and she shook 
her head slowly almost as a reflex, to indicate that she did not know how it could have 
happened. 
They shouted to the staff outside, to the sweeper who was cleaning the store, the boy who was 
responsible for arranging the stacks. They all came running, the two men at the pumps because 
they were so urgently summoned, the rest of them out of curiousity wanting to find out the 
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cause of this commotion. ‘Did you see this man’s wife go out?’ the girl asked frantically of 
them but they shook their heads. No, no one crossed us. ‘Maybe you were busy talking?’ she 
interjected. No, we would have remembered a woman. 
               
The bewilderment and the frenzy was spreading as everyone started checking both outside 
and inside. The area manager who sat on the upstairs floor in his office came down. The men 
who were in charge of the two trucks who had been loitering at the back of the store were 
called. They came in with wet hair. They had been hosing themselves under the tap they 
explained, because of the heat. The man who took shifts with the girl at the main counter and 
who was in today having been put in charge of the small kiosk, perpendicular to the 
department store, which sold magazines and tobacco was also called in. That small store was 
only open three days a week and he had only had one customer this week, he said. ‘Today, 
earlier in the day, a pale man wearing a black jacket.’ And no he hadn’t seen any woman, 
there hadn’t been any woman who had come to purchase anything at all.  
 
Nishaad took him by the collar. ‘A man, what man?’ 
         
‘Well, but that was much earlier in the day, around noon. A man in a jacket. I asked him how 
he could stand the heat. A very pale man, an albino perhaps.’ 
 
The Police were called. Nishaad almost breaking down on the phone so that the girl had to 
take the phone from him and explain clearly to the police officers what the situation was. 
They soon came, with their air of formality, listing everyone as a witness, filling in the details 
in an official report and asking Nishaad to sign it. On the ground they found a silver ear-ring. 
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That was their contribution. Nishaad confirmed that it belonged to his wife. But then it could 
have fallen from her ear any time, even when she was going into the store. 
 
He never did find her. He diligently followed the efforts of the police, he put up her face on 
posters everywhere in Jodhpur and its environs. He put out a broadcast on national television, 
his wife’s photo flickering on the screen for seconds reminding everyone that she existed and 
his phone number so that they could get in touch if they had seen her. In his mistrustful 
moments he would wonder if it was all a plan. If she had had an accomplice, a lover, whom 
she had been forbidden to marry but with whom she had arranged that he meet her at this far 
flung out service point and take her away. From him, from her parents, from everyone. 
Somewhere where he could never find her. 
 
But then her image would appear before him and dispel doubts. Disparate images. How when 
both of them had been standing with their wedding garlands around their necks, she had linked 
her fingers through his and looked at him with love. On the terrace she had had to put the cup 
and the saucer on the table; her hands had been shaking from laughing that hard. The morning 
of their drive, after having had her bath she had taken off the towel she used to wind around 
her head and wrung it over his eyes because he had still not woken up.  
 
He became aloof and withdrawn. He was not the same man as before. In his dreams he would 
see a silver ear-ring glinting on the ground and the shadow of some man stepping upon it. The 
dream would fill him with terror and he would wake up sweating.  
            
But as with many other things, there was nothing he could do about these dreams. 
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UP AT THE SKI LODGE 
She filled a glass of water from the tap above the kitchen sink and drank it slowly, looking 
out of the window at the darkening sky. The darkening sky above banks of knee-deep snow. 
The fir trees on the slopes had branches weighed down with thick drifts of snow. She frowned 
to herself wondering how would they manage if there were a snowstorm. She wanted to call 
up Ian and ask him to turn the car around and come back. Tense, she clumsily knocked the 
empty glass she had placed on the kitchen counter onto the floor, the droplets of water 
scattering like pearls on the linoleum. She went into the lounge and stood near the flat-screen 
TV trying to remember where she had put her phone. 
 
On the table in front of her were her pile of books, post-its fluttering from the pages, her 
writings in a folder and ballpoint pens. Her phone was peeking out from below the books. 
Streaks of black were swirling in the sky above and a storm seemed imminent. She picked up 
the phone when she suddenly heard a sound in the upstairs bedroom. Somebody rummaging 
through her belongings. But there was no one in the house. Ian had gone to the supermarket 
in the town below, on one of the lower slopes and she was supposed to be quite alone. Unless 
one of the managers who checked up on empty lodges to see that everything was in proper 
order on the instructions of the proprietors was in there? But he would have seen that the place 
was occupied and wouldn’t have come in without announcing his presence. How did he get 
upstairs anyway? She had either been in the lounge or in the kitchen and she hadn’t heard 
anybody arrive. 
 
It occurred to her to check the back door. She went to the drawing room where the Christmas 
tree stood, half-decorated. Tinsel scattered on the carpet, fairy lights and half-eaten chocolates 
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on the table. A snow-globe placed at the edge of the table. The buttery sponge cake she had 
baked that morning topped with plums, cinnamon and sugar taking its rightful place in the 
centre. The door which led to the backyard seemed securely fastened. She went up to it and 
turned the handle. It was as she expected. Locked from the inside. Could somebody have 
slipped in and locked it from the inside? She shook her head; it was too impossible to believe. 
She would definitely have heard the sound of the door opening. 
 
The sounds from upstairs had ceased, and she told herself that she had imagined the entire 
thing. She went into the lounge and switched on the TV. A group of children singing 
Christmas carols. She picked up the sheet of paper containing the ideas for her proposal for 
post-doc research and went to the refrigerator. She got out one of Ian’s cans and went to the 
kitchen to get a proper glass and ice cubes. She opened the can and poured the gin and tonic 
water on the ice. Snowflakes had started swirling in the sky now, and she thought of how she 
shouldn’t have let Ian drive out. She picked up a knife from the kitchen and went to the living 
room intending to cut herself a slice of the plum cake, left the knife on the table, went back 
through to the kitchen for the bowl of cream and then to the lounge. All the while the house 
was deathly silent and unnaturally still. As if waiting and watching for something. Holding 
its breath. 
 
She was a little unnerved and wished that Ian would come back. They would snuggle on the 
couch and watch Christmas specials. Their first Christmas alone together. A remote cabin in 
the mountains. She had insisted on it, and on a February wedding too. She had wanted pale 
sunshine, a smattering of frost, a few guests, a muted low-key wedding. A drastic contrast to 
Ian’s ebullience and display. In the morning while sifting flour her oversized engagement ring 
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had slipped off her finger, Ian had taken it from her hastily and pocketed it, saying that he 
would get it resized so that it would fit properly. 
He had gone to get some grocery supplies from 7-11 which was open even on Christmas Eve. 
Even though she had told him not to. Even though she had said that everything could wait till 
the 28th when the store would next be open. “But we don’t even have milk,” he had said. She 
had not argued anymore knowing that it was she who had a craving for chocolate and milk at 
all hours of the day.  
 
In the lounge she turned to the stack of cards which had images of grey wolves on the covers. 
They had stopped to purchase these from a boutique shop while driving up. She scrawled her 
signature on the inside of these cards, one after the other, before laying them aside to try Ian’s 
number. She couldn’t get through. Failure to establish connection. No network connection, 
her screen flashed. She clicked her tongue impatiently and turned on the weather channel 
steeling herself for reports of inclement weather when she heard a rustling of clothes from 
upstairs. As if someone was throwing the clothes of a closet around and then the sound of 
footsteps directly above her. Boots on the wooden floor. Her walk-in-wardrobe had a wooden 
floor and was situated directly above the small lounge-room with the TV. 
 
This time she knew she had made no mistake. There really was someone upstairs. Spooked, 
she held a pillow against her chest. The sound of boots tramping overhead ceased. She slid 
off the edge of the sofa, thankful for the thick carpet and the fact that she was only wearing 
socks and not those oversized carpet slippers which made a flapping sound. She padded softly 
to the door of the lounge, wondering whether she should bolt herself inside and dial for the 
police? 
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Her phone was showing no connection, she realised. Not only had the sounds from upstairs 
stopped but there was an air of alertness, of expectancy in the house. Somebody seemed to be 
waiting, listening for sounds from below. She wondered whether Ian could have dropped his 
keys in the snow while going out? Some intruder lurking about must have grasped at them 
and slipped into the cabin. But he had only been gone five minutes when she had gone to the 
kitchen to drink water. No one could enter the house through the main hallway without 
passing the kitchen. She leaned against the door of the lounge and realised that Ian’s car keys 
and the keys to the cabin were in the same bunch. He had seemed to face no difficulty in 
starting up the ignition and driving off. Unless one key had slipped off the bunch? 
 
She padded out into the hall and then up the stairs. One by one and one she climbed the steps, 
pausing on each step listening for movement from above. Halfway up the staircase she saw a 
shadow fall on the wooden floor of the landing. Someone standing at an angle in one of the 
front rooms. She backed down slowly and made no noise till the last stair when her phone 
slipped out of her hand. She caught it in time, an inch from the floor. Beads of sweat were 
forming on her forehead and her breath was coming in short snatches. She took cautious steps 
towards the drawing room, hoping to slip out the back door. 
 
A few short steps from entering the room she could see the snow-globe lying on the carpet. It 
had fallen off the edge of the table. Someone must have bumped against the table. She 
flattened herself against the wall so that she could see the table properly. The cake was there, 
so were the coils of fairy-lights. The knife was missing. She felt as if her whole body had been 
hollowed out. She backed down the corridor in confusion and realised that there was someone 
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behind her. She did not even have time to turn around before a gloved hand covered her mouth 
and muffled her screams. 
* 
Ian drove fast and furious to the supermarket and purchased milk and Marlboros. He was 
careful to make small talk with the cashier. Then instead of getting back into the car he stood 
outside the supermarket and smoked a cigarette. When he deemed sufficient time to have 
elapsed he went to his car. His girlfriend’s scarf was on the adjoining seat and he thought of 
how they had first met. In a department store, where she was in charge of selling ladies’ 
scarves. He was looking for a present for his mother. He had stood outside the shop till it was 
closing time and when she came out had asked her to dinner that weekend. In the restaurant 
she ordered a salad. She was on a diet she said, and then proceeded to half-heartedly pick at 
the parsley, and carrots on her plate. When he had moved to sit next to her, she had fed him 
basil, broccoli and leeks. He did not tell her that he hated vegetables. In the alley behind the 
restaurant at closing time, she complained about the frayed hem of her muslin skirt and he 
had got down on his knees to cut the threads with his teeth. By the time she had felt his hands 
pushing up her skirt, he was already bowing his head as if in supplication. 
 
He took her scarf now and buried his face in it but the tears would not flow. On the way back 
home he had to stop the car twice to retch down the side of the road. Snow was falling steadily 
and a snowstorm was on its way, his nose was running and his eyes bleary, the headlights of 
his car very dim as if about to run out of battery but he still stood by the side of the road, 
letting the cold wind slap him in the face. 
* 
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When he got back to the ski lodge there were drops of freshly fallen blood in the white snow. 
The porch had a pool of blood on it. He opened the door and found the body of the girl who 
had been trying to force him into a wedding cleaved into two. The axe which was used for the 
deed was lying nearby. 
He drove down again. This time to the police station. A distraught man, incoherent over the 
calamity he had just witnessed. “I had only gone down to buy some milk,” he said. “When I 
got back she was in two pieces.” A blubbering mess, unable to speak more. Nobody suspected 
that he could have hired a paid assassin. The wedding was called off as the woman who was 
to be wed was dead. The caterers were given notice, and the guest list was useful only when 
deciding whom all to have for the funeral. 
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HYDE PARK, 1911 
I 
They hated being at the flat in Kensington; they felt stiff, mute and inhibited. It was not only 
the presence of Mrs. Braithwaite but also the fact that they were not allowed in most of the 
rooms of the house. They would not have come had their cousin Kathy not summoned them; 
she was the only adult they wholeheartedly loved and they were always ready to do anything 
for her. Almost anything. Well, within reason anyway.  
  ‘Charles, have you seen your sister?’ asked Mrs. Braithwaite.  
  ‘She has gone to the park. She wouldn’t take us with her,’ replied Dolly forlornly.   
Mrs. Braithwaite stood still as if frozen. Dolly had a feeling that she had said something which 
she shouldn’t have had. Outside the wind was blowing in huge gusts. Charles had his nose 
pressed to the window and was counting the people number of people passing by who had 
had their umbrellas blown off. 
‘This is hardly the weather for going out,’ Mrs. Braithwaite objected.  
‘She has taken the new motor car,’ Dolly replied, trying to offer a defence at this criticism of 
Kathy and for something which hovered in the air but which she couldn’t quite comprehend. 
‘Nine,’ announced Charles. ‘Nine people.’ 
Dolly scoffed, nine people hadn’t even passed the window yet, let alone have their umbrellas 
carried off by the wind. 
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 ‘Did she tell you what time she would be back?’ Mrs. Braithwaite asked in a light and a 
neutral voice.  
Charles turned reluctantly from the window and shook his head. Dolly did the same. The 
children were not deceived; they were guarded and solemn, vaguely protecting their                                                                                                                  
loved one from something inexplicable. 
II 
The wind was blowing so strong that Kathy felt as if she was at sea. She remembered a time 
when she was young and at the seaside. The waves had carried her far from the shore. It was 
the force of the waves that she had never forgotten. She had been rescued by a fisherman and 
since then whenever she prayed it was to St. Nicholas, the patron saint of sailors, and also of 
children incidentally. She had been in a hurry when fastening up her hair and now strands 
unspooled from the pins. She didn’t mind and hurried on. It had started raining, a few scattered 
drops.  
          
A dark shadow detached itself from a tree. He had a tall, erect profile and was smoking a 
cigarette. As he saw her rushing up, he let the cigarette fall. It smouldered on the grass before 
he crushed it underfoot.  
 ‘Kathy,’ he said. He always spoke her name in a possessive, proprietorial way.  
 ‘I couldn’t get away until now,’ she stammered. She saw he was taking care to keep his face 
inscrutable. ‘I really shouldn’t be in London at all at this time of the year. I’ve had to call the 
children up as an excuse,’ she continued. 
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She saw that he was not pacified which was typical of him. She suddenly noticed that he never 
wanted her to explain anything; he always preferred to draw his own conclusions.  She did 
not know what to make of this. She would have preferred explanations and to reveal all the 
qualms of her heart, except that it never seemed as if he cared to listen. 
 
He said that they should walk a little farther on, till the boathouse. She assented. Once there; 
he turned from her side and stood facing her. He was still cold in manner and was demanding, 
it seemed to her, an explanation for why she had come after so long and also for why she was 
late. 
 
She looked at him pleadingly. Suddenly his eyes gleamed with cold, malicious joy. As if a 
film had slipped over his irises. A sudden comprehension; an understanding. She had been 
neglecting him for far too long but had now suddenly lowered her defences; and he seemed 
to say, ‘You want me, do you?’ It was almost a basilisk’s stare, almost baleful. But even that 
could not have been so cold and comprehending. 
  
She recoiled suddenly and shrank back. Terrified a little, and in wonder. She could not add 
up what she saw. Then, as if in an instant; the look had gone and now his eyes were gentle 
and warm again. To make conversation she complained of being untidy. She undid the pins 
from her hair and held them between her lips. Then she took out a brush from her purse. In 
an instant he had wrested it from her hand, turned her around and started brushing her hair. 
No one had ever brushed her hair so carefully and tenderly. There was static in the air and he 
brushed them slowly, and very gently. She wondered how had he conjured such a change in 
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his behaviour, earlier so contemptuous now so careful? It was a contradiction. Pins stuck out 
from her mouth and her dark hair fluttered to and fro with the movement of the brush. 
From a distance it must have looked like a strange rite; an incomprehensible liturgy or 
something uncanny. Two dark figures on the hilltop. A man brushing the hair of his doll. 
She felt fragile and as if she might break.  
                                                                III 
She tumbled into the doorway, almost as if by accident. She had been thinking to herself, a 
majestic gaze leading to caverns in which lay a basilisk; when she collided with Fiona. 
  
 ‘You are back, Miss Kathy. I was going out to look for you. Your mother told me to.’  
 
Kathy ran her fingers through her tousled hair, a natural reaction before or after meeting him; 
the rain still in her eyes like stinging tears. Fiona peered into her face and said, ‘Ghastly 
weather.’ She was flustered herself and meant it as an explanation for why Mrs. Braithwaite 
would be sending her out.    
 
Kathy put a hand on Fiona’s shoulder and hurried into the drawing room. The children were 
occupying themselves with a jigsaw puzzle. They were relieved to see her but since she had 
left them alone for the afternoon, subject to Mrs. Braithwaite and her questioning, they did 
not want to give her the satisfaction of seeing it. They were quiet and took care not to take 
any notice of her as she joined them on the rug.  
 ‘Will you be going to see your friend tomorrow too?’ Charles asked, after a while. 
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 ‘I’m never going to see him again,’ she said. 
 ‘Are you going to stay with us now?’ he asked. 
She got up from the chair and went up to the window. She drew the white lace curtains, 
shutting out the dark. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I shall stay with you.’ 
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A FISTFUL OF DATES  
 
In 1597 when the caravans lugging sacks of water did not go into the deep of the desert – 
there was a drought in one of the westernmost provinces. No aid from the villages arrived and 
so some of the village folk gathered up their utensils and what few belongings they had to 
look for work elsewhere. 
 
The bustling city of Bikaner was close by and it was there they intended to go, but en-route 
they saw an oasis, cluster of houses and decided to take shelter there for a while from the 
sweltering sun. It was a village where mainly Muslims lived, following Islamic customs, one 
of the very few in north-west Thar but the travelers were in need and weary of all the walking 
and so to this village where the women wore headscarves they hastened. It was late afternoon 
when they entered the bazaar, mopping sweat from their brows. Nileema who could walk no 
further leaned against the wall of a house and told the two women she was with to go on ahead 
further – there was a hand pump in the market square, she said that she would join them later. 
The branches of an overgrown tree inside the compound of the walled house spread out from 
over the wall, like a cloud causing a shadow on the ground, and Nileema stood there waiting 
for the water to be brought to her, leaning against the wall. 
 
Soon a procession of camels came trudging up the road. The walled house with its shaded 
groves belonged to one of the chieftains of this regions - fierce and feared, known for his 
dealings with bandits and smugglers; he was also inexplicably the local magistrate charged 
with upholding order and prominent in the settling of local disputes.  
 
42 
 
 
The sun was in her eyes now as she tried to flatten herself against the wall to give way to the 
returning train. Her vision blurred and she was about to fall backwards when someone caught 
her. Someone who had just alighted from a palanquin. She opened her eyes to find a face 
upside down over hers and fierce brown eyes burning into her own. She felt cool drops against 
her cheeks, someone sprinkling water on her face, a small mustachioed man standing 
alongside. As soon as she could stand up she did, holding the large man’s arm who made a 
movement to wipe the water off her face, gently as if they were tears but she caught his wrist 
and forestalled him, shaking her head.  
 
She hurried out from the narrow street into the square to meet her kin when she saw a child, 
a boy of around eight, being led by the guards towards the direction she had just come from. 
She turned and looked back – the child’s face was streaked with tears and one of the guards 
was hurling abuse at him. She walked ahead towards the market where a small crowd had 
collected enquiringly around the shopkeeper who was boasting, ‘I caught him, I caught him! 
It turned out that the boy had been caught stealing dates. 
 
It was almost evening when she arrived at the chieftain’s house. She had told the people she 
was travelling with to go on ahead without her as she had decided to hunt for work in this 
village itself. They seemed reluctant to leave her but she was determined and they could see 
that. Now looking at the barred gates she felt hesitant – what if the guards laughed at her and 
told her to be on her way if she asked for work? How many more had come every day asking 
for favours? A group of women came by talking animatedly and on an impulse she joined 
them knotting her dupatta around her head like a headscarf. Once inside the compound she 
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lagged behind as they went around the side of the house to the quarters where the kitchen was 
housed. She was wondering whether they were kitchen maids or cooks when she was stopped 
in her tracks by the sight of the chieftain sitting near a small pond in his garden, hookah in his 
hand and deep in conversation with the man he was granting the audience to. 
 
She walked up to him as if in a trance not knowing what she would say and he gave her a 
brief glance, but distractedly, not really registering her and still in conversation. But his gaze 
instantly returned, he looked at her standing in her garden and understood everything as if in 
an instant. He motioned the other man away who scurried to his feet bowing extravagantly. 
She walked over to him, and he got up to his feet. She had meant to ask for work but in the 
end only looked at him beseechingly.  
 
The boy had been thrown into prison, she found out in the kitchens and was to be brought 
before the council. But that was a mere formality and he was sure to be punished heavily. He 
was kept in the prison at the back and she bought him food twice a day keeping her face stone-
cold and not revealing any tenderness. The chieftain called for her after a few days. A week 
had passed since she had taken up her employment and he had wanted to know whether she 
was comfortable. This time it was he who walked up to her and asked her whether she would 
like to stay the night? 
 
She could see where the key was hung, the moment she entered his bedroom and when he 
was deep in post-coital slumber, took it off its peg. She stole into the dark night and opened 
the prison gate. At the back of the house was a small vegetable garden and the wall was very 
low. The boy could scramble over it and be gone to safety. He clung to her, his head reaching 
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up to her waist before he made a stack of the few loose bricks lying about, climbed over it 
and jumped on the other side.     
 
Nileema did not know that she had been watched in all this by the maali who slept in his 
thatched hut near the vegetable patch and when the next day the prisoner was found missing, 
the gardener had his chance to speak up. The chieftain of these rural folk who knew she could 
have taken the key did not doubt the testimony and Nileema was charged with treason, a much 
graver crime than theft. 
 
The sentence for treason was death by beheading and he was given a blade by one of his 
attendants. He had to set an example and so he did it, he sliced her neck into two. His hands 
were stiff, he did not have his usual dexterity, could not hold the blade properly but he 
managed to do it. No cry was heard on the rough wind, the desert is after all a place of 
emptiness and silence and the people of the village were too busy in their daily chores, the 
business of living. 
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THE MUSTARD FIELD 
My Uncle 
I lay on the charpai pretending to read The Old Man and the Sea but listened to my relatives 
talking. They were talking about my uncle, how he had managed to get away from our village 
to the States and build a new life for himself over there. ‘He had to postpone his journey for 
two years, the first year he didn’t get his visa in time, the last date to enrol on the course had 
already passed. The year after, in 1971, Pakistan sparked off the war and all outgoing flights 
out of the country were stopped during those two months,’ my grandmother was announcing 
to the assembled company. ‘He couldn’t travel that year too. He went the year after on a fully-
paid scholarship,’ she concluded proudly. I rolled my eyes. Every time she tells this story, she 
adds new details, I thought to myself, trying to figure out whether all was fact or whether 
some was, as I suspected, elaboration. My uncle, the apple of her eyes, has come to visit her 
from Nova Scotia, for a whole full week. She is delirious with happiness. 
                                                                        * 
                                                         My Cousin’s Friend 
The person who intrigued me was the boy my cousin had bought along with him. Sociable, 
and affable, he seemed determined to learn all about the country, and to gain as many 
experiences as he could. The first day I found him pleading with my grandmother, to let him 
have a go at churning the butter. ‘Hello, Sunshine,’ I mocked him that day at dinner, but he 
ignored me, and wolfed down chapattis caked with ghee. After that he drank three glasses of 
buttermilk one after the other. The next day I saw him riding the tractor, and inexplicably 
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looking as if he was having the time of his life. In the evening when he was chewing a cane 
of sugar, I cornered him. ‘You are really enjoying yourself here? Aren’t you?’ I asked him. 
He looked at me and waited for more. ‘Well. You wouldn’t like it if you had to live here day 
in and day out,’ I informed him with satisfaction. He looked as if he wanted me to go so that 
he could resume eating, and so I walked off. I could see where and when I was not wanted.  
 
The third day we took him down to the river, and he started clicking pictures of a washer-man 
washing clothes. The poor man bore it all in good humour, but I had had enough, and so I 
intervened. ‘Do you know that this is how dhobis earn their living? Will you keep interrupting 
him and slowing him down?’ I admonished. He did not reply but looked at my cousin instead, 
who started walking speedily up the path. ‘Let’s get some lassis. There is a shop I know a 
little further on,’ he called over his shoulder. ‘Anything I eat or drink makes me fat,’ I 
grumbled, but agreed to walk on a little further. 
                                                                         * 
                                                           My Great-Grandfather  
My cousin wandered onto the terrace. ‘Where is your friend?’ I asked him. He gestured 
towards the fields where there were farmers busy covering the stacks of straw with plastic 
sheets. The Metrological office’s daily broadcast on the radio, which the family diligently 
listened to, had predicted rain for today. Everybody had started looking at the men who were 
hurrying about, but my grandmother reclaimed their attention by launching into another story. 
This one about one of my ancestors. ‘It had started raining so suddenly. He didn’t know what 
to do. He was carrying the last bundle on his head, when the lightning struck him down. When 
his family came looking for him, they found him sprawled on the ground, all burnt, his tongue 
stuck to the roof of his mouth.’ 
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* 
                                                                          Me 
It is this last detail which gets to me, and I go into the kitchen where I ladle some jal-jeera 
out of an earthenware pot into a small glass, and drink it slowly. 
 
The day after my uncle takes the three of us to the market. He intends to buy presents. I stay 
in the car the whole time and pretend to read Hemingway, but instead of reading I fret about 
how boring and stagnant my life is. I need a new experience, I decide. Something that would 
make me grow in some way, something that would make me mature. 
 
It is the day before the one that they are due to leave on, that my cousin’s friend knocks on 
my partially open door. I can’t say that I have been expecting this visit, but I can say that I 
feel no surprise. ‘I had a really nice time hanging out with you,’ he says. I don’t know what 
he is talking about, we hardly ever spoke to each other and we certainly didn’t ‘hang out’ all 
that much. ‘This is for you,’ he says. It turns out that he has got me a present. It is a necklace. 
Pale pink and sea-green glass beads strung on a chain. It’s from the market, I’ve seen dozens 
like it hanging from the stalls. I thank him politely. ‘Do you want to go for a walk?’ he asks. 
It is late afternoon, I am feeling drowsy, it is really the time for a refreshing cup of tea before 
doing anything else. I don’t want to get up from my beanbag (which I have positioned right 
in front of the cooler so that the cold air can hit me in the face), I am wearing a light summery 
frock, printed flowers, blood-red roses on white cotton, it ends two inches above my knees 
and is not suitable for going out. But I still hunt for my slippers and follow him down the 
stairs. 
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We take the dirt track which leads from our backyard to the mustard field. My footsteps are 
heavy and leaden, and I feel somnolent because of the sun. He seems to be walking towards 
the well in the distance, but I don’t guess right for he stops in the middle of the yellow field. 
‘What next?’ he asks. I don’t know why he is asking me. I feel terribly detached and 
unconcerned, as if everything is happening not to me but to somebody else. I feel like I am 
seeing things through a haze, the yellow flowers, the sunset, as if things in this world are a 
dream. 
                                                                          * 
                                                                My Cousin 
When I get back to the house, there is a trickle of blood running down the side of my leg. I 
bump into my cousin. ‘I was sitting on the well. I hurt myself on one of the nails while getting 
off,’ I say. My legs hurt as I climb the steps of the stairs. 
 
A few months after my cousin goes back to the country he lives in, he writes to us. Along 
with the letter, he sends us some photographs of himself. There is a smaller sealed envelope 
inside his package. It is addressed to me and is in a handwriting different from my cousin’s. 
Thankfully it is not marked personal or private. I rip open the envelope excitedly but refrain 
from reading the letter. I know I would not be able to carry this on, and so I drop the letter 
into the stove and watch it crumple into soot. 
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ON THE TRAIN TRACKS 
I fell in love with a married man once. It was a disaster. It was a long time ago that it happened, 
when I did not know any better, and when I lived in a house which had a small garden 
adjoining its backyard. It was not the arid parched earth or the yellowing grass of our garden 
which made the years we lived in that house memorable, but the fact that it faced a deserted 
railroad. 
 
A desolate railway track, long defunct, ran at the back of the house; and the empty carriages 
of an abandoned train sat on it. I and my brother would play hide and seek with our friends 
from the neighbourhood in those dusty carriages; crawling under the berths and sometimes 
under the train compartments itself, the pebbles on the track grazing our thin arms. 
* 
When I grew into my teens I started helping my father in the sweet-shop we owned. I fried 
jalebis for him and managed the accounts. I was considered to have a sensible head on my 
shoulders and the ledger was, if I may so myself, in excellent hands.  
He had come into the shop - which also had a small café attached to it - with his family. He 
had come to celebrate the birthday of his only daughter who was turning eight that year. A 
cake was sent to their table by a waiter we employed. A cake that I had spent the better part 
of the day icing. I pressed my lips together when the mother of the little girl placed one of the 
candles, right onto one of the small pink roses, squashing its shape and crushing it. During 
the meal she knocked off a teacup from the table, nearly dropped the camera that she was 
clicking pictures with, and managed to spill most of the Fanta on the table while pouring it 
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out for her child. Her husband looked on with mingled irritation and annoyance. What a 
clumsy woman he has for a wife, I thought to myself.   
When he came over to pay the bill, the man whom I later fell in love with, my hands were 
trembling with agitation. I had to lean against the counter because I had suddenly started 
feeling dizzy. 
* 
Once the man who was married, noticed the effect he had had on me, and he was not slow to 
notice, he started coming to the sweet-shop every other evening. His wife had developed a 
liking for our ras malai, he said. One day, as I fumbled with the string while tying up the 
packet he had come to collect, he placed his hands on mine. Beads of sweat formed on my 
brow, and I snatched my hands away with all the appearance of indignation that I could 
muster. This led to his not coming in to the shop for the next three weeks. 
When at last he came, I was so sick with desire that I surreptitiously slipped a note to him. It 
was written in pencil, and in capitals. I’m sorry, it said. He silently pocketed the note, his face 
devoid of any expression, while I clattered the drawers open and shut looking for a piece of 
string to tie the box of sweets with. 
 
                                                                           * 
It was after I had slipped this note to him that things accelerated between us. By chance I 
bumped into him when I had gone to see a movie with my friend. He was exiting the theatre 
with his family as we were going in. Once inside the dark hall, I found that I could not attend 
to what was going-on on the screen, I slumped low in my seat and preferred to play out 
fantasies in my head. It was past eight in the evening when I started off back home from the 
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theatre. Just as I was approaching the sweet-shop, I was startled to see that man who was 
married, sitting on his motorbike a little way off from the lighted entrance of the shop. He 
saw me coming and straightened up; threw the cigarette he was smoking on the ground and 
smoothed his clothes. I had a few seconds to make up my mind. 
 
I crossed the road to the phone box opposite, I wanted to call up my parents and tell them that 
I would be home late. ‘I am spending the night at Usha’s house,’ I said, on the phone. He had 
crossed the road to stand behind me; curious as to what I had to say. The line got disconnected 
before I could hear their response. I turned to him knowing that I had no more quarters with 
me; and he moved closer, his shirt-sleeves brushing against my arm. He slipped the coins in 
the slot with a conspiratorial smile on his face. 
When I finally replaced the receiver on the hook, having convinced them to let me stay out; 
he leant down and brushed his lips against mine. His big bushy black moustache making my 
skin tingle. 
The ramshackle hotel we went to, charged by the hour, and this was convenient for him, but 
I changed my mind when I saw the sleazy smile of complicity that the balding receptionist 
gave the married man I had come in with. A sly and a knowing look. Predictive of an 
onslaught of indignities. As if a precursor to the coarsening of one’s immaculate self, I 
suddenly felt, and fear clutched at my heart.  
I dragged my married man outside and whispered ferociously in his ear, ‘We are not going 
back in there.’ When he started to protest, I walked off, stamping my feet and making a great 
show of injured pride. 
* 
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A few days later, in the middle of the afternoon, in the middle of the week, on an airless day 
when sweets were wilting in the heat; an enveloping and stifling heat which the lazy fan 
rotating overhead did nothing to assuage – I heard the sound of his motorbike outside. He had 
barely stepped inside the shop when I sprang from my chair, and hustled him outside. I then 
proceeded to lock up the shop, informing him that the waiter we employed was on sick leave.  
 
He understood immediately. ‘I know someplace we can go, where we shall be safe from 
prying eyes,’ I said, touching the sleeve of his shirt.  
I took him to the railway. To the train tracks where the unoccupied carriages stood. It was 
cooler inside the train. I sat on the lowest berth in one of the compartments and took off my 
shoes. I flexed my toes contentedly, feeling the warmth of the sunrays which came in through 
the window and made small triangles on the floor. 
* 
I never saw him again after that afternoon. It was like he had vanished off the face of the 
earth. I pined for him in my sweet-shop and prayed every day that he would come; but to no 
effect. I did not know the telephone number of his house, and in those days not everyone had 
cell phones. Slowly I realized that he was not as attracted to me, as I had been to him. He had 
not started things with me because he wanted to change the status quo. He was content with 
his life as it was. I started putting on weight around my belly, and people started remarking 
that I was growing fatter. My jeans, even the baggy ones which had always been comfortably 
loose, did not fit me any longer. I started to spend my days mooning around the shop in elastic 
pajamas. When I realized that two months had gone by without me having had my period, I 
felt afraid that I would soon be starting to show. 
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I decided to visit him at his house for I knew where he lived. In the sweltering heat of the day, 
the monsoon imminent but not yet begun, I walked to his house as if in a trance. His house 
was next to the municipal park, and I took a short cut across the park because my legs had 
started hurting from walking so much. Schoolboys playing cricket requested me to get out of 
the way but I paid them no attention. 
 
I saw a brand new car in his driveway. A brand new investment to ferry his family about. I 
knew then, that nothing I could say would convince him. I stood in the park, leaning against 
a tree, and looked at the hateful house opposite. An ice cream vendor had wheeled in his 
trolley inside the park and players were dropping their cricket bats and hockey sticks, 
crowding around him and jostling each other to get served first. 
 
I picked up a sturdy looking cricket bat which lay on the grass beside me, and crossed the 
road towards his house as if in a dream. I had managed to smash both his windshield, and his 
headlights before he came out of the house. He placed his hand at the small of my back, 
steered me towards the driveway and propelled me down it. I tried to swing around and take 
a swipe at him with my bat but without any success. When we reached his garden gate he 
grasped my elbow and pushed me out. I tried to bring my bat over his head but my eyes were 
full of tears and I couldn’t see properly. I spat at him though. ‘Fuck you,’ I said. 
 
I sensed a clamour of astonishment behind me and turned around. All the boys who had been 
playing in that part of the park had collected in a group and had their mouths half-open. ‘What 
are you lot staring at?’ I demanded. ‘Excuse me Miss, but that’s mine,’ one of them spoke up 
in such a polite and respectful convent-school voice that I felt my anger ebb away. The 
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speaker’s eyes were fixed on the bat that belonged to him as if he doubted very much that I 
would hand it over. ‘Sorry,’ I said and flung it at his feet; though he stood transfixed and made 
no motion to pick it up. I cut my way across them and they all stood aside to let me pass, even 
the ones who were hanging on the gate. As I took the short-cut across the park, I heard a 
rumble of thunder overhead and squeals of mingled joy and amazement behind me: the rains 
had arrived early this season. I sat down in the middle of the park, to rest before going any 
further, and thought of the dusty train carriages where I had felt beatific and aglow. They 
would soon sparkle with raindrops, I told myself and tried to envision them. I was still an 
object of interest for the schoolboys who were wondering why I was sitting in the middle of 
the park, but then lightning crackled overhead, and the first rain of the monsoon poured down 
diverting their interest from me. 
 
I tried to envision the man who was very much married trying to explain the damage to his 
car to his wife but failed at imagining that. Soon, when the raindrops had calmed me. I got up 
and made my way back home. 
 
It was a long time ago that this happened, when I was too young to know any better, and when 
I lived in a small house next to the railroad. 
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MALTI FLOWERS AND THE MISSING BRIDE 
                                                                  I 
Her cousin pointed out a well in the courtyard. ‘That is where our grandmother jumped in 
order to not fall into the hands of the invaders when they occupied the fort.’ 
 
The sunlight filtered through the bargad tree and danced in iridescent radiance over the moss 
covered stones. Her cousin who was done with the braiding picked up some malti flowers to 
weave through her hair but Charumati jerked her head away. Impulsive and opinionated she 
did not like such recollections. ‘Our aunt did not jump,’ she said. 
 
‘Yes her daughter was in no such danger of being abused by the soldiers. The Commander 
General himself fell in love with her and took her away to be his bride. They said she could 
hold him still just with the gaze of her eyes.’ 
 
Charumati marvelled at her aunt. Not a victim then; but a person of power. 
 
‘Your father turned the face of all her photographs to the wall so no one in the palace now 
remembers her beauty. It is forbidden to speak of her.’ 
           
Charumati wondered how it would be possible to hold someone captive in a hypnotic gaze. 
She herself had no experience of it born with blunt features and a broad face. 
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‘She shamed our people by giving herself to a Muslim. She should have jumped into the well.’ 
  
‘She had no need to. Anyone in her position, and with her prospects would have done the 
same,’ Charumati retorted and went in a huff to her room. 
                                                                                                                                                  
The Kishengarh fort looked as if lit up by a fire in the haze of the setting sun and Charumati 
looked at the Palace gates from her window. The guards were inspecting the leftover food 
that the maidservants were taking away with them.  
 
Charumati went to the adjoining sitting room where a tumbler of drink lay on a small table. 
She pulled the glass stopper out from its mouth and took a gulp. She did not care for the taste, 
she simply liked being defiant. She slumped on the divan and thought about the rumours that 
had reached the Palace recently that Aurangzeb had destroyed a Jain temple in Mewar. She 
did not believe that it was true. Maharana Raj Singh would never allow it. No one could stand 
against him and win, she thought to herself, not even the Alamgir.  
               
Even if Raj Singh’s strength would fail, his vanity would not allow him to concede on such 
points. She was not aware of what the terms of the treaty had been, though she knew that an 
alliance had been concluded between Mewar and Mughal Hindustan which allowed the 
Rajput state to retain partial sovereignty in exchange of tax to the Mughal Emperor. She went 
out into the courtyard to her cousin because there were matters on which she needed her 
advice and the drink had had its effect making her peaceable, calm and amicable. 
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She was told by a maidservant that her cousin was on the terrace watching a game of chess 
between Charumati’s brother and her uncle. 
               
Charumati felt the onset of a headache. Life seemed to go on at the Palace as usual. No one 
seemed to mind that her father had announced her betrothal to Murad, Aurangzeb’s youngest 
son in exchange of retaining independence. He had announced at Court that an alliance which 
would satisfy the Mughals was preferable to war. But Charumati knew he cared nothing for 
peace; convinced of defeat he did not dare challenge the Alamgir, and holding on to the crown 
- subordinate to the Mughals, but still a crown was more important to him than his daughter’s 
welfare or happiness. 
                  
She went into her room where she proceeded to take off her bangles. But there were too many 
and did not come off easily. She sat on the marble floor and beat her wrists against the floor. 
This was a ceremony performed by those who had lost husbands not gained one. Looking at 
the broken coloured glass on the floor she felt compunction and swept the pieces with a cloth 
tying the cloth with a small knot. There were grazes on her wrists now, where the glass had 
scraped against her skin. A few drops of blood too. These bangles had been a present from 
her cousin and Charumati now felt sorry that she had broken them. She thought of someone 
else who had once given her a present, a diamond necklace and that was how she saw the way 
out of her troubles. 
              
Maharana Raj Singh had long been in love with her but she had spurned him both times he 
had asked. She now sat and wrote him a letter; he was her only chance of escape. By the 
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evening her letter was written, requesting a private audience on an urgent matter, the letter 
contained hints that she had changed her mind and that he was to come as soon as he could. 
           
The Royal messenger who was carrying invitations regarding the upcoming nuptials to all 
corners of Rajputana would not make much of another letter and Raj Singh who was aware 
of her father’s present absence on the account of trade negotiations from the province of 
Kishengerh was sure to come. He would not miss such an opportunity she felt. 
 
                                                                        II 
She was right and he arrived at midday. She had taken to watering the plants on the terrace 
for effect and had arranged her face in a homely expression. He saw through her at once but 
stood watching her nevertheless, until she chose to speak in carefully modulated, almost 
mellifluous tones. 
‘I do not wish to marry the Prince.’  
‘That is no surprise. But in life we must submit to many things which do not please us.’ 
‘I want you to arrange a way out of this quandary.’ 
‘Me! What can I do?’ 
‘You could ask me to be your wife.’ 
‘Again?’ he said. 
She faltered. The strain showing on her face. 
‘Besides the betrothal has already been announced.’ 
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‘You shall have my gratitude for all of this life, and in the next too,’ she continued recklessly. 
The Maharana was angry now. ‘Do not choose me as a matter of convenience if I do not have 
your heart,’ he said. 
 
Charumati who really did esteem him very highly, regretted that she had played the coy 
maiden for so long. The colour rose in her cheeks and tears of fury sprang to her eyes. She 
took the gajra from her hair and flung it at him. It fell near his feet but he picked it up, 
chuckling to himself, the twitch of a smile on his lips. Then he noticed her grazed arms and 
fell silent. He stepped towards her, took her hand and held it in his own. 
                                                                         
It was said that Charumati eloped with Raj Singh the night before the engagement ceremony. 
When the Palace officials entered her room they found nothing but malti flowers on her bed. 
Some believed that she had been spirited away for her sin of agreeing to marry outside of her 
own religion. Others, more astute, had seen what went on between the Maharana and the 
young Princess and drew other conclusions.  
             
Complications did not arise because fate had another twist. Far from being displeased at the 
Princess’s disappearance Murad found that he preferred the slender cousin after all. A lively 
and bright-eyed girl who kept on looking at him with keen attention, he decided on an impulse 
and turned to his father, ‘I would not mind any of the sisters.’ 
           
After the initial consternation had passed and much head shaking indulged in by the Rajputs. 
‘Didn’t we always say all Muslims are profligates? To forget a fiancée so soon!’, the 
arrangement suited everybody. Charumati’s cousin – the daughter of her father’s younger 
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brother was married to the Prince and it turned out that the missing bride was not missed so 
very much, after all. 
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PHILLIPA 
I 
‘It’s my wife. She does not like the view from the room,’ Alain was explaining patiently to 
the manager while a maid went by with starched sheets in her arms, downcast eyes and a 
blush on her cheeks. If everyone had recognised him from his interviews on television, they 
were remarkably reticent about it, and for this Alain was grateful. 
 
‘Of course. It can easily be arranged. I merely came up to find out what exactly was the cause 
of the displeasure,’ said Sorensen, the manager and turned to his attendant with instructions. 
 
Alain went downstairs to the lobby to find his wife who turned from a marble table as the 
doors of the lift opened, and smiled at him. ‘You are mentioned here as the highlight of the 
month darling,’ she said showing him the monthly What’s On column in the city guide, a 
bright green coloured booklet with pictures of concerts and exhibitions on the cover. He kissed 
her on the crown of her head and knotted the belt around her coat looking down at her in 
adoration. 
 
‘Why do they have these potted palms in the lobby?’ she asked. ‘Are we on a tropical island, 
all these leafy plants belonging to the Amazonian basin, what are they doing here?’ 
 
There were vines with flat leaves of dark green velvet and giant palm trees around them. 
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He shrugged his shoulders, took her by the hand and led her into the lift. He was very happy 
to have her with him. 
 
 II 
In the morning in the dining room there were more such surprises. Plates of tropical fruits, 
pineapples, watermelons and mangoes, and there were noodles with such exotic looking herbs 
in them that they stared in amazement. She found waffles with honey tucked away in the 
corner fortunately and he found some blueberry pancakes but these anomalies must have 
caused in her a sense of displacement which perhaps lead to those events which occurred later 
in the day. 
 
The Royal Philharmonic Society had called Alain to conduct Wagner’s Tannhauser. She read 
the legend in that green booklet with curiousity. Tannhauser, a minnesanger and courtier of 
Frederic II of Austria, stumbled upon a pagan cult which worshipped Venus on the mountain 
of Venusberg in Cyprus and spent a year there. What exactly he spent his time doing was not 
mentioned in the booklet. Participating in orgies Phillipa thought cynically. Anyway 
subsequently he travelled to Rome asking forgiveness for his sins from Pope Urban IV who 
told the poet that forgiveness would be as impossible as it would be for his papal staff to 
blossom. Tannhauser went homewards to Venusberg and three says after his departure the 
Pope’s staff did bloom with flowers. Messengers were sent to retrieve the knight but he had 
returned never to be found again. Phillipa scoffed at this story but still turned to it again and 
again attempting to decipher a coda which echoed but which she could not understand. 
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Alain did not have to get to work till twelve so after breakfast they went up to their room 
again. That morning they had made love. Foreign locations and Hotel rooms always did that 
to Alain. The sky outside was streaked with pink as if it was sunset and though the sun was 
hiding behind clouds, the sky was luminescent. There is this silvery light peculiar to Nordic 
nations she noted, darkness falls for very little time in a day of twenty-four hours and the air 
is always bright with light. She noted that there were no curtains on the window, only blinds. 
 
‘Why don’t they have proper curtains?’ she asked her husband who asked her to raise her 
hands as he wanted to take off her shirt. ‘Again?’ she said, but it was more of a rhetorical 
question easily silenced. 
 
After they had lain in bed for a while, she looked at the clock inching past eleven and reminded 
him that he’d better get himself dressed. He kissed her shoulder and ran his hand along the 
curve of her waist before weaning himself away. He ordered some coffee, intended to act as 
a pick me up and went away to take a shower. She was still under the covers when he came 
out of the bathroom. ‘Do you like cold coffee?’ he asked. 
 
 ‘No,’ she replied a bit mystified with his question.  
 
‘Well, have it while it’s still hot then,’ he said indicating the tray which had arrived. 
 
She smiled indulgently at him and he left in a good mood. She lay in bed nibbling at the 
selection of biscuits they had sent up with the beverage, one by one she bit into the edges of 
each of them but they were all too dry for her liking. She stared at the empty coffee cups Alain 
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had left on the table. The stained rims were comforting, they denoted presence else the 
apartment would have been strangely empty without him. 
 
III 
 
At lunch time she roused herself enough to get dressed. She had decided to take a walk. She 
wanted to visit the church in the middle of the town centre and was walking along a crowded 
pavement when she suddenly spotted a boy in front of her. Around four years old and with 
soft brown hair, he was all alone and getting on a bus. 
 
She screamed his name loudly and tried to get on the same bus, but she missed. People drew 
back at the urgency of her manner but the bus had started moving and she couldn’t get on. 
‘My son is all alone on the bus,’ she screamed and started running after the vehicle. Cars 
screeching to a halt, horns blaring in her ears. ‘Lady!’ someone cried out, but she could pay 
no heed. 
 
The bus stopped at the next stop for long enough for her to catch up with it and clamber aboard 
clutching at her side. There was no boy on the bus. She looked thoroughly, there was no boy 
on the bus but she spotted him being led by the hand. A dark haired man, with such chiseled 
features that she was reminded of the Greek gods. Noble looking, and somehow not quite of 
this world. He seemed to pick up the little boy as if to whirl him around. Words caught in her 
throat, she couldn’t get any out and she pointed through the window to the driver who refused 
to stop. So she tugged at the driver’s braces and he stopped the bus in shock. She missed a 
step while getting off and almost fell on the road. 
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They were far ahead now threading through the crowd and she lost them again till she thought 
she saw them disappearing into the door of a block of apartments. It was the sort in which 
there was an escalator you had to go up to reach the reception and that is what she did. 
 
‘There was a man with a little boy who just came in. They are staying in one of your flats. I 
want to know which room number?’ 
 
The man at the desk kept on looking at her for a while. When he spoke he seemed to be 
choosing his words very carefully. ‘There has been no one before you. I’ve been on the shift 
for the past one hour and there has been no one. But maybe if they are residents, they took the 
lift on the ground floor, there is one to the side, and went straight to their room. The reception 
is for visitors. Lodgers usually use the elevator downstairs to get to their rooms.’ 
 
‘But what are their rooms?’ 
 
‘You’ll have to give me the names madam, then you’ll have to tell me what relation of theirs 
you are, I’ll look up in my records, call up their rooms and ask them if I can disclose their 
residence to you.’ 
 
She gave him the names and what relation she was to them. His raised his eyebrows and he 
started looking through his register. He grew more perturbed as his eyes went down the index 
of names. Then he bought out another register from a locked cabinet near the desk and started 
looking through it. 
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‘We have no permanent or temporary lodgers of that name. No one by that name has either 
bought any of the flats nor have they rented any.’ 
‘That can’t be possible. Will you please look again?’ 
‘Madam, I have already looked through thrice.’ 
‘Do you think they could be visiting people over here?’ 
‘That is very much possible,’ the clerk said with evident relief. 
‘Which people?’ 
‘Why don’t I call up another member of your family and they can help you out with this?’ 
‘Yes, that’s a good idea,’ she nodded. She gave him a card with her husband’s name and 
phone number on it and his eyes widened in surprise. He looked hesitant to make the call and 
stood fingering the card before he looked swiftly at her again and asked her to take a seat. 
 
She sat on the edge of the sofa with knees pressed together and her hands clasped and resting 
in her lap while he made some phone calls and bought her a bottle of mineral water and a 
glass. 
 
Alain came after what to her seemed a long time, though the hands of the clock hadn’t moved 
much. He looked very distressed and his mouth was an open wounded ‘o’. He seemed to her 
to be a figure made of chalk which would crumble if touched. She had recovered by then and 
had willed herself to be calm and collected. 
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‘I think I must have made a mistake,’ she told the cashier and walked out with her husband 
following. 
 
Outside the rain streamed over the dark windows of the limousine but she couldn’t muster up 
the strength to get inside. Alain had to pick her up and make her lie on the seat where she lay 
comatose with her eyes tightly closed as if wanting no part of the outer world. 
 
That night in the Hotel she had a dream. She was beating at the shuttered window of the 
cottage but no one came to open the door. Torrential rain was making it difficult for the people 
inside to hear her shouts. She couldn’t even hear her own voice. The whole dream was like a 
silent film, in mute with only the sound of the cascading rain increasing in her ears. 
 
She woke up sweating. In the dream, whatever it was, access was denied to her, she could not 
get to where she wanted. She tucked her hair neatly in the bun, took some aspirin and went 
off to sleep again curled in a foetal position. She drew the covers over her head. Alain’s side 
of the bed was empty. He was working in the next room. 
 
 
IV 
The next morning they were sitting on the terrace of the Hotel, and drinking tea with 
lemongrass in it. The terrace overlooked the sea, which they couldn’t see from the room of 
the Hotel. 
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‘Darling, could you get my white cardigan? I am feeling a little cold.’ 
 
Alain stubbed out the cigarette in the ashtray and got to his feet when Phillipa struggled out 
of her chair. ‘I’ll come to the lobby with you,’ she said. 
 
The lobby was very crowded with conference delegates wearing red badges leafing through 
maps outlining their walking tour of the city and admiring the tropical plants. Some of them 
were just getting their luggage in and the attendants were busy with them. After Alain had 
gone upstairs in the lift, no one saw Phillipa slip out and walk to the deserted white sand 
adjoining the Hotel. There were shells in the sand, a selection of these chipped broken shells 
and pebbles had been placed by whomever was in charge of these things at the Hotel on the 
ledge of the window in their room too. She had already scrutinized them before. 
 
She found a conch shell. There was the sound of the sea in it. You could put it to your ear and 
vapourous traces of the sea would gather force and roar loudly. She dropped it to the sand 
quickly and went to the white rocks which looked as if they floated as the water lapped up 
around them. She sat on one of them, she had time, she had not bought her white cardigan 
with her on the trip and Alain would still be looking. 
 
She put her feet in the water which was so cold that she thought of hypothermia and of all the 
people who had died because of it. She walked out into the water, she told herself she wanted 
to see if she could stand the cold. 
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‘Well, could she stand it?’ an overseer would have asked her had there been one, but there 
was no one on the sand or the terrace and Alain was inside surrounded by a crowd of people 
who either knew his work or knew him because of his frequent television appearances 
(promoting the cause of bridging the gap between classical music and the common man.) 
Alain knew nothing about the common man, but to be fair knew much about operas and could 
make it look like he knew about the common man too so his shows were very popular. 
 
There was no one around but gulls whirling and shrieking in the sky above and Phillipa could 
not make out whether she could stand the cold until she had walked too far out into the water 
to go back. It carried her then with a force of its own and she was powerless to resist. Self-
immolation had a seductive quality if it promised reunion with those whom one loved, if it 
promised Eden, and she thought she could see that man who looked like a God among the 
waves breaking near the horizon teaching the little angelic boy how to swim. She wanted to 
tell them that it was dangerous to swim so far away from the shore but they wouldn’t listen 
and kept moving further away. 
 
By this time she had lost her footing and bobbed like a buoy among the waves but without 
the same success at flotation. She opened her mouth to give a shout which was a bad idea as 
water got into her mouth and waves closed over the head. 
 
Whenever Alain was composing music, he would withdraw into himself and the emotional 
distance made it difficult for him to fathom others’ emotional states. This is why he looked 
for his wife everywhere but at the beach. He could not only not find her cardigan, but he had 
not even succeeded in locating her in the dining room. The lounge room was similarly empty 
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of her. By the time he came back to the lobby he was a little frantic. He asked the people in 
the lobby, ‘a girl in a sky blue dress and a white scarf.’ No girl in a sky blue dress was seen 
but an old couple taking out sand from their shoes remembered seeing a white scarf with a 
pattern of crimson roses lying on the sand. The old lady wanted to pick it up and deposit it 
with the Hotel staff but in the end they had just left it there. 
 
Alain froze at that information as if he had received a strange sort of premonition. He stood 
rooted to the spot. When he finally started running, he stopped when he came to the sand, not 
daring to move further towards the beach; he felt as if someone had scooped out his insides, 
he felt entirely hollowed out. 
 
On the beach was the scarf, its edges wet with the water washing across it as if wanting to 
claim it. He picked it up out of the reach of the water. He shouted her name to the sky and the 
wind but got no response. Only the waves answered the call, breaking with more ferocity. His 
girl, wherever she was, was lost.   
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A VISITATION 
 
It had just stopped raining heavily when Flora Hawkins walked out of the station and looked 
around for a cab. She walked straight into a puddle of water, attentive to the straps of her 
luggage but inattentive to where she put her feet. Her shoes were drenched, the cold of the 
water was stinging her feet through the socks, and she sighed to herself, wondering what she 
had let herself in for. Her fiancé had invited her to spend Christmas with his family. But they 
had no room. They lived in a semi-detached terraced house, and space had to be found for 
Henry’s older married sister Margery and her brood of children too. Flora was reduced to 
seeking accommodation at one of the local hotels. Henry had not offered to make reservations 
for her, he had not even come to pick her up at the station. He was at a house-party somewhere; 
gulping down beer served in oversized tumblers, and eagerly mingling with the other girls 
present there. Girls who were not as boring as her. He had simply told her to text him her 
address once she found a place to stay. He had said he would come to collect her at lunch time 
tomorrow and then he would introduce her to his parents. 
 
Flora felt a flutter in her heart whenever she thought of this. She concentrated only on this 
single thought and not on Henry’s negligence. She forced herself to put one foot in front of 
another, bowing her head against the freezing wind which fanned her hair across her back, 
and bought tears to her eyes. 
 
She was also short of cash and did not want to enter one of these large hotels next to the 
station which looked as if they only catered to tourists. Hitching her bag over her shoulder 
more securely, and clasping her suitcase more firmly she trudged onwards. At one of the 
 
73 
 
intersections – but a little bit tucked away into a side alley, not clearly visible from the High 
Street, she saw a cosy looking small hotel. A fire gleamed in the grate. ‘Bull’s Eye,’ the board 
said and Flora pulled bag and baggage through the door dizzy with relief. 
 
The lounge where she sat was empty, and she walked up to the fireplace leaving her suitcase 
and duffel bag scattered on the warm brown carpet. As she warmed her hands in front of the 
fire she felt a slight pricking at the back of her neck. She slapped her palm at the back of her 
neck to still the pricking sensation and again held her hands out towards the fire. Suddenly 
she felt a chill sweep over her, freezing as it were the very marrow of her bones. She looked 
towards the revolving doors which granted access to the hotel wondering whether someone 
had come in, bringing with them a gust of wind, but the door to the hotel remained firmly 
shut. There was a clamour of voices and the clatter of cutlery coming from the dining room a 
little way further into the hotel but this small enclosed lounge on the left hand side of the 
revolving door dominated by a sofa, two armchairs, a small circular table, a footstool and the 
blazing fire, was still and empty. 
 
She decided to pick up her luggage and move to noisy eating area which was separated by 
half open glass panes and where the reception also was. She could see a girl pushing a plate 
of fries across the counter to a man holding a bacon sandwich and she could also see a ledger 
on the same desk, and a silver bell. She had grasped the handle of her suitcase when she felt 
a draught of air around her ankles. She pulled her sodden socks higher up her legs swearing 
under her breath when she felt that there was someone else in the room with her. She felt this 
as a man would sense a presence in the darkness. She turned looked at the two armchairs, and 
then at the sofa which were empty. Suddenly frightened out of her wits Flora’s first instinct 
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was to phone Henry. But what could she have said, there is someone in the room with me 
whom I can’t see? 
 
She left her luggage lying on the carpet and fled to the dining room where she couldn’t ring 
the bell properly, her hands were shaking so much. Mercifully the cacophony of the bell was 
not needed, someone had noticed her from the opposite end of the room. The cashier at the 
desk who was doubling up as a waitress. She smiled, showing large strong white teeth and 
Flora felt at a loss as to what to say to her. 
 
After she had paid for the room, carefully counting out the notes from a rolled up wad of cash, 
and laying them flat on the table. And had received the small change, coins which she again 
counted and dropped them one by one into her purse carefully, Flora was given the keys to 
her room. Reassured by the heavy weight of the keys and clutching them as the drowning 
sailor clutches at shipwreck Flora made her way back to the lounge, to retrieve her discarded 
luggage. She noticed that there was a dog sitting on one of the arm chairs. A slumbering dog, 
with a shiny brown coat like velvet. Its eyes were shut and it was snoozing peacefully. She 
had seen no dog about the place so was a bit surprised but she didn’t pay much thought to it 
except being careful with her bags and walking on tiptoe. It looked so snug that it would have 
been a shame to wake it. 
 
Her room was on the first floor, and the waitress helped her with the bags when she noticed 
how clumsily Flora was dragging them up the stairs. The waitress chatted gaily, asking her 
where she was from, but Flora found she could not pay much attention, her mind was still on 
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that brown dog with its shiny coat who slept comfortably downstairs, looked like an unearthly 
apparition, and had seemingly appeared out of nowhere. 
 
Her room was large and bare. And cold. She switched on the small portable heater she found 
in the cupboard, attaching its plug to a socket in the wall, and fiddled with the knobs of the 
radiator turning them this way and that. She wished she had bought her hot water bottle. The 
quilts on the bed smelt musty, so she got out her own blanket and snuggled under it, opening 
the novel that she had bought with her. Mansfield Park. She had marked the page, had folded 
the corner of the page she was on, in a small triangle and now the book automatically fell 
open at the page she wanted. She scanned the page for the passage she wanted. Ah, here it 
was! Edmund and Mary had gone for a walk leaving the heroine sitting all alone on a bench 
in the park. 
 
She was not aware of how time flew as she read but suddenly she thought that she heard the 
padding of paws on the carpet in the corridor. A dog walking up to the door. The sound 
seemed to stop right outside her door. After what seemed like an interminable age there was 
a sound like a scratching on the door. A cold wind seemed to seep into the room, making the 
hair on her arms rise. She felt as if a thousand icicles were dug into her skin, and her teeth 
chattered. The window was fastened tight shut, she could see that through the half open 
curtains and she was unable to account for the sudden gust of wind in her room. She pulled 
her quilt over her head and shut her eyes tightly as if frozen with fright. 
 
In the morning in the breakfast room the cashier wanted to know how she took her coffee. 
She said black, though she never took anything that strong ever. Today is an exception, she 
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thought to herself, I shall need to keep awake. There was a guidebook on the table listing 
attractions for tourists around the city, and she wanted to sit a while longer at her table but the 
breakfast room was full, and there was an elderly couple awaiting their turn. She got up, 
vacating her place for them and went unthinkingly into the lounge, her head immersed in the 
flashy pictures of the leaflets. She read in the brochure that in the 1950’s the hotel she was 
staying at was considered haunted! A brown dog was seen by many people, who later died in 
mysterious circumstances. These spate of deaths lead to the hotel’s closure before being 
renovated and refurbished in 2002 by the nephew of the original owners to whom it had been 
left in their will and who decided to reopen it. Since its reopening - mercifully no deaths had 
occurred, but the reputation persisted, leading to it being very difficult to find rooms here. 
Tourists came, half disbelieving, not frightened enough and fully expecting to see ghosts. 
Despite no deaths having had occurred since the 1950’s the possibility of ghosts intrigued 
people and many thought that if they did see a ghost it would be a trick designed by the hotel 
owners to give the place an image of being a ‘curiosity’ and to boost business. In any case the 
hotel was frequently overbooked. The fact that the accommodation and food was moderately 
priced did not hurt either, Flora thought to herself. She did not think that the dog she saw 
yesterday was the same one that they were referring too in the guidebook, though she 
acknowledged that it had appeared quite out of thin air. But whoever died of seeing a dog, 
Flora thought shaking her head in irritation. 
 
She looked up from the thick guidebook, saw that she was standing in the lounge and suddenly 
such a heavy feeling of fright came over her that she dared not show her back to the room. 
She backed out of it slowly, without turning around, retracing her steps, one foot behind the 
other till she felt a glass pane behind her and then she did turn scrabbling out to safety, 
palpitations in her heart and her throat dry. 
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Flora punched in Henry’s mobile number with trembling fingers and waited for his phone to 
ring but it came switched off. She went back to her room, clasping the guidebook to her chest, 
and lay face down on her bed until it was lunch time. At half past twelve Henry texted to say 
that he wouldn’t be able to make it, and that he would come at dinner time instead. Flora burst 
into a fit of uncontrollable weeping. After a while, she went to the mirror and brushed her 
hair, and dabbed her nose with powder. She tried smiling before the mirror so that she could 
try the same smile at the shops without feeling self-conscious. 
 
She took her purse to visit the shops. Bought herself a new pair of shoes and a shiny cobalt 
lip gloss. She also bought some crisps and strolled to the canal next to the city centre. Stared 
at the green water wondering what Henry would be doing right now. The trees in the city 
centre had been festooned with Christmas lights and the chatter of the shoppers with their 
bulging bag reached her ears as if from a distance. Darkness started falling and the dial on her 
wristwatch said ten minutes to four. She decided it was time to turn back. 
 
The girl with the dimpled smile was building up the fire in the lounge and Flora decided to 
get her book from her cold, bare room and sit downstairs instead. An elderly couple were 
already taking their places in the armchairs and Flora knew that she would not feel frightened 
if she had company. Henry was to come at six, and Flora decided that she would read in calm 
till then. She opened her duffel bag and took out Mansfield Park and a slim volume of poetry. 
She bought herself a cup of coffee from the restaurant and then went to the lounge. She opened 
the volume of poems and let herself be sunk into a world where lovers netted the stars from 
the sky to make necklaces for those they kissed, the pale crescent of the moon a bangle for 
their women. Flora sighed to herself, her eyes scanning the block of text on the page for 
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phrases which caught her attention and swam in her mind. After an hour or so the elderly 
couple rose up to go and Flora looked through the glass window at the dark outside where the 
headlights of the cars seemed like glow-worms. She thought of how she should take Henry to 
task, upbraid him for his carelessness and neglect were he ever to come. All of a sudden she 
thought she saw a reflection of a dog sitting in the armchair opposite. Startled she looked 
around but the chair was empty. Her phone started ringing and she spoke into the receiver in 
a hoarse and dry voice she didn’t recognise as her own. Henry said that he would be reaching 
in five minutes and that he had gone to someone’s house for lunch which was why he had to 
change his plans with her. He asked her whether she was angry? - and she said, ‘No’ because 
she knew that this was what he expected her to say. 
 
Even as she was putting back her mobile on the low table beside the sofa she knew there was 
someone in the room with her. A big brown dog which looked very different from how it 
looked last night. Its eyes were open (and red), it was sitting upright and alert, and was staring 
at her in fixity. Flora was overcome by spasms of trembling. She simply couldn’t stop the 
shaking and her legs seemed as if they had turned to string. In the guidebook it was written 
that the dog was believed to be an omen of death, and she suddenly knew with unnatural 
clarity that it was true and that this was the dog they were talking about. 
 
The dog kept on looking at her and she tried to heave herself up from the sofa but couldn’t. 
Henry burst in soon after, hurrying through the revolving doors. ‘There you are,’ he 
exclaimed. She turned to him as if seeing him for the first time and put a finger to her lips. 
But somehow she knew that the spell was broken. Henry looked around. ‘What?’ he said, 
seeing no reason for keeping silent. And Flora saw that he was right as there was no dog on 
the chair anymore. It had vanished. Flora felt heartbroken. She got up and followed Henry 
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mutely to his car. She handed him the keys to her room and some carefully rolled up cash. He 
went and got her luggage from her room and returned the key to the desk, while she sat in his 
car with her hands folded in her lap. The receptionist was asking him to sign the register and 
holding out a pen. Flora turned her face away. He came back whistling cheerfully to himself 
and suddenly Flora felt the futility of everything. She had an impulse to get out of the car but 
it was too late. Henry was already beside her asking her to fasten her seatbelt. Flora duly 
complied and Henry gave her a perfunctory peck on the cheek. 
 
He was speeding even before he had left the town centre. A van without headlights which 
Henry didn’t see coming caused him to swerve and run his car up the pavement. He applied 
the brakes but they still crashed into a lamppost with alarming force. The windshield 
splintered into a hundred pieces and Flora was flung against the dashboard. Pieces of glass 
twinkled all around her; she looked up at the star spangled sky and felt her life leaching out 
of her upwards towards the heavens. 
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CROCUSES IN SPRING, 1958 
 
                                                                   I 
I had never wanted to be a nanny. It seemed the modern day equivalent of being a governess. 
And seeing the fate that governesses always have in nineteenth century literature – either they 
are deceived into bigamy by employers hiding wives in the attic, or they kill themselves and 
wander around lakes scaring the wits out of their successors. In one of the books by Austen I 
remember, the reserved Jane Fairfax threatens to become a governess which moves the 
dithering Frank Churchill to such pity that he agrees to marry her. 
 
So it was a surprise to me when I found myself applying to, and then accepting when it was 
offered, the post of a governess at Hawthorne Hall. It was a cloudless clear day, with thin 
sunshine, the sky a bright blue when I alighted from the train struggling with my bags. I 
looked around the platform for the chauffeur holding the placard, but couldn’t see anyone 
except a group of boys smoking cigarettes with a languid air, and evidently waiting for the 
next train. 
 
They watched my slow and ungainly progress to the ticket counter, there being nothing else 
to observe at this deserted platform. I rapped at the ticket window and the stationmaster poked 
his head out from behind the local daily that he was immersed in. ‘Could I call for a cab to 
the Hall?’ I asked. ‘Of course you can pet. But the question is do you want to?’ he chuckled. 
A comedian he thinks he is, I thought resentfully to myself. I was in no mood for jokes, not 
while encumbered with all this luggage and passed him a wan smile as he picked up the 
receiver off the hook. 
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I was waiting for the taxi when a sturdy looking Land Rover pulled up and a slim, delicate 
looking girl in a blue frock got out. She was flustered, slightly out of breath, and very 
apologetic. ‘Hi, I’m Ciara,’ she said, extending her hand. I thought to myself what a sweet 
looking girl when she said, ‘I’m always running late.’ I think she meant to explain that it was 
a regular habit of hers, and that I should not get offended thinking it personal, and I found 
myself warming up to her when I saw her making a motion with her hand, she was miming 
putting a receiver to her cheek, to someone over my head. I felt a sudden jolt of displeasure, 
and turned around. It was one of the boys in that group of  aimless wastrels. My back stiffened 
and I flushed with annoyance. ‘Is it a long drive to the Hall?’ I asked, wanting her to direct 
her attention back to me but she barely heard me and was smiling to herself as if at a private 
joke. ‘Long enough,’ she said as we got into the car. 
 
As Hawthorne Hall came into view I forgot my irritation. It was a splendid house, set back 
from the winding driveway and surrounded by oak and maple. My bags again gave me trouble 
while I was getting out of the car, and the girl in the blue frock did nothing to assist me. She 
had gone to talk to the gardener who was working in one of the flower-beds and was 
gesticulating towards the outhouse. 
 
A man came out of the house towards me, ‘You must be the lady hired to look after Peter,’ 
he said. ‘I am Belinda Harkness, yes,’ I nodded. ‘I suppose you have already met Ciara,’ he 
said. ‘It was her idea to engage a nanny for our brother. We are very concerned about him. 
He has grown quiet lately. He has nightmares, and has grown very fearful. We want someone 
to take him out of himself,’ he explained. 
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We went inside the cool drawing room and through the window I could see that girl in the 
blue frock putting her hand to her forehead as if aggrieved about something and turning away 
from the gardener. I looked towards the outhouse which seemed to be the cause of all the 
trouble but couldn’t make out anything very remarkable about it. 
 
                                                                          II 
 
Peter when I met him was a shy boy. He tried to hide behind the curtains so that I couldn’t 
see him and refused to speak at all when asked questions. He would only shake his head. But 
I soon grew used to him and when we would take walks around the parkland he would become 
cheerful and animated. As if he forgot everything that was troubling him.  
 
One day during a sudden downpour we decided to take shelter in the outhouse. Peter was keen 
to jumps in the mud, he liked the squelching sound his shoes made but I took him by the hand 
and led him inside the outhouse. It was clear that we had interrupted a lover’s tryst. Ciara was 
there with a boy. The same denim-jacketed blond whom I had seen at the station. They were 
sitting close together on a bundle of hay and Ciara had a bunch of yellow crocuses lying 
beside her. They were holding hands. His other hand on her stomach. This was enough to 
make the blood pound in my ears and my heartbeat accelerated in a most disquieting manner. 
They had broken off their conversation and were looking at me and I had an impulse to 
demand, ‘What is going on here?’ when I realised that I was not Ciara’s governess. I 
calculated in my head, the parents had died in a car crash when David was thirty, and that was 
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two years ago. The three siblings had all been born twelve years apart, that would make the 
girl nearly twenty as far as I knew, old enough to do as she liked. 
                                                                         * 
As far as drawing her younger brother out was concerned I was not making much progress. 
He would cry at night disconcerted by dreams he would not articulate and I was close to 
giving up. One day we were at the canal which flowed close to the house. Peter would make 
boats out of paper and watch them float away when I saw his sister walking down the slope 
towards us. 
 
A frown creased her forehead and she was deep in thought. ‘I’m feeling a bit low,’ she said, 
in response to my enquiring expression. I wondered if the bits of china that had gone missing 
from the house had anything to do with it. Things like a silver dinner table set. I wondered if 
she had taken to selling things to supplement their income, on the sly, without informing 
David. But no, the reason for the downcast looks was something else entirely. ‘What do you 
do if you tell someone that you fancy them a bit and then they start taking you for granted?’ 
she asked. ‘Maybe you should not see him for a while,’ I said. She squeezed my hand in 
gratitude. I’m not sure whether it was because I had said something that she had wanted to 
hear or whether she meant it seriously. Either ways the pale sun in the sky glowed at me and 
the cold in the nipping wind ceased to bother me. I felt warm and comforted. 
                                                                        * 
That night I was sitting and crocheting a handkerchief, humming to myself, cheerful and 
content when Peter asked me to come with him, he wanted to get a book from the library. 
‘Ferdinand the Bull,’ he said. I asked him why he couldn’t go himself, ‘I have noticed you 
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never go to the library alone,’ I said, ‘You always tug at my skirt.’ He said that he didn’t like 
crossing the landing. ‘I always bump into that lady there,’ he said. ‘What lady, Peter?’ I asked.  
‘The same one who speaks to me in my dream at night,’ he mumbled under his breath. I was 
shocked but did not show it. ‘Can you see her now?’ I asked. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘What is she 
doing?’ I asked. ‘She has coiled a braid around her neck and is making funny faces,’ he said. 
I was agitated by then. ‘What kind of faces?’ I asked. He started pulling faces like someone 
gasping for air. ‘That’s enough,’ I said. ‘Stop this right now. There is no lady there Peter. I 
can’t see anybody. Stay here, I shall get your book,’ I said, suddenly miffed with him for 
making up such wild stories. 
 
                                                                       III 
I decided to speak to Ciara about what her brother. She sighed and put down the phone that 
she had been whispering into before my interrupting her by coming into the room, and asking 
her if I could have a word. ‘He saw some old photographs,’ she said. ‘Look, there was a 
governess here. A century ago. Hawthorne belonged to my uncle who passed away without 
any heir. In the absence of a will the house passed on to our grandparents. Our uncle had loved 
a governess and had had an illegitimate child with her but he was already married so anything 
else between them was out of the question. She hung herself on the landing. Peter has seen 
photographs of her. He imagines he sees her ghost. I have told him repeatedly that there is no 
such thing as ghosts, ghouls or haunted houses but he won’t listen. He has become withdrawn 
and frightened but I don’t think it is because he sees her. He simply spends too much time on 
his own, he needs some company. That is why I advertised for you. Do not encourage him in 
his fancies,’ she said. ‘I think he is troubled, he is suffering from delusions. He must be taken 
to a doctor,’ I said. She looked through the window at the blue sky as if she couldn’t quite 
believe that she had to make a decision on such matters. 
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                                                                         * 
I didn’t like looking at the front view of the Hall anymore. It gave me a queasy feeling. I 
would look at the flower-beds around me instead when returning from my walks. One never 
knows what secrets a house holds, what crimes have transpired within, what betrayals. Blood 
on one’s hands. I felt curious about my predecessor, and would cringe when David spoke to 
me thinking that I saw his uncle in his place. There are am my ways to be haunted by spectres. 
I no longer grabbed at opportunities to make conversation with Ciara. I began to suspect an 
incestuous relationship between David and his sister. They seemed too close to each other. 
Of the same kind. Spring had turned into summer, the sun scorched the grass turning it dry 
and a faded brown, and Peter wanted dips in the canal. I would hold his hands so that he didn’t 
slip away into the current and he would dunk his head and come out spluttering. I would dip 
my feet in the cold rushing water while he towelled himself and pulled on his clothes, and 
then I would comb his hair. Once he broke away from my grip and ran after a butterfly, he 
cupped it in his hands and bought it back to me. Sometimes he would want to climb one of 
the trees near the bank after I had combed his hair properly and he would get leaves in his 
hair all over again. I knew that soon it would be time for me to enrol in college. I didn’t want 
to leave and felt melancholy at the thought of leaving the boy I was in charge of, and when I 
left in beginning autumn I had a strong sense that I was leaving some unfinished business 
behind. There remained with me, as I looked at the dying leaves curling on the driveway, a 
sense of things not properly concluded. 
                                                                       * 
It was much later that I had news from Ciara. I had sent a New Year’s card to the Hall and 
she called to thank me. She was having a child, she said. That aimless wastrel  I saw with her 
in the outhouse, I thought to myself in anguish. Peter, she said, had improved considerably. 
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He was no longer plagued by dreams and seemed content and carefree. I remembered how he 
had tried to gift me his copy of Ferdinand the Bull, something which was of such value to 
him, and was silent. She volunteered information on her own and told me what I had wanted 
to know. ‘Peter will just have to tolerate another child in the house,’ she said, with a laugh in 
her voice. It turned out her lover had drowned in the canal next to the Hall. They had found 
him washed ashore on Christmas Eve and he was not around to complicate matters anymore. 
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FOX HILL 
 
Let’s face it. Life as a writer was hard. Which is why after publishing two unsuccessful 
gumshoe thrillers (neither of which managed to recover its cost of production) I decided to 
switch careers. Being a writer was never going to make me any money, but investing the 
research I had done for those books, into a commercial business venture might just yield some 
results. With this thought in mind, I painted a board and hung it outside my house. Splendid 
Detective Agency Ltd., it announced in big bold letters. Satisfaction guaranteed, it said in 
smaller script beneath. 
          
The day after I hung this board. It got many gawkers I could see. The boy who took the sheep 
to graze on the upper mountains, stood a long time before it trying to decipher the script. 
Schoolchildren coming down the road with fluffy strawberry ice-cream in wafer cones paused 
before it, intoning the words to each other. At around noon, Kamini knocked on my door. A 
luscious pretty girl and my neighbour, spying on her was what had revealed to me that I would 
make a splendid private eye in the first place. I would snoop, binoculars in my hand, trying to 
look through her window, as she changed her clothes before getting into bed. I never got 
myself caught, and this revealed to me my exceptional skills at surveillance. She knocked on 
my door peremptorily, but I did not hurry to the door as I would have had, in normal 
circumstances. I was a busy man now, and it would do her no harm to find that out. 
          
She had a bunch of flowers in her hands. That meant that she was going to the shrine further 
down the road. She went regularly, either with flowers, or a pitcher full of milk. She would 
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pour the milk over the linga. ‘So that I pass my exams,’ she had said when I asked her about 
the reason for this devotion to the shrine. 
         
‘Why have you put up that board outside your house?’ she questioned, walking straight into 
my living room without even asking for permission. ‘I am in the process of switching careers,’ 
I said. ‘My uncle says that you are a good-for-nothing layabout. A loafer, an idler. You don’t 
have a career,’ she contradicted. ‘Well, then I am in the process of getting myself one,’ I said, 
agreeably, determined that Kamini’s unfeeling comments would not spoil this auspicious day. 
She still looked suspicious. ‘What does it involve, this new career?’ she asked slowly, and 
with hesitation, as if afraid of what I might divulge. ‘Well, I shall track down missing people, 
catch spouses cheating on each other, do background checks,’ I began. ‘But you are known 
as the laziest slob in town, nobody would rely on you to do all those things for them. They 
don’t expect it of you, and shall certainly not pay ready money simply for you claiming to do 
all these things on their behalf,’ she interrupted. I was about to lose my temper and was about 
to tell her to get out of my house if she didn’t like my business plan when she asked me 
whether she could borrow some milk for that was what she had come by for. ‘No, you may 
not borrow any milk,’ I said irritably. ‘Suit yourself,’ she said, as if by refusing to let her use 
my milk I was missing out on an opportunity of a lifetime, and breezed out of the house. I 
ground my teeth in frustration.  
                                                                        * 
The next day I decided to spring-clean the entire house. My premises might not be upscale, 
but that was certainly no reason to have them looking as shabby as they did. There was certain 
things I could do nothing about. The corrugated tin roof on which the raindrops drummed so 
loud (on rainy nights) that sleep proved impossible, the crack running across the ceiling which 
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lent, during the monsoons, a pervasive sense of dampness and moisture to the air of my house. 
The flaky plaster which started peeling off the walls at the lightest touch. All these were things 
I could do nothing about. But the living room, which was now to be my office, I could 
definitely spruce that room up. I decided to start with the floor first. The faded bottle-green 
carpet, which had holes in it, I rolled up and put out in one of those big bins next to the 
compound wall. I bought a bucket full of water and a big mop and cleaned the entire floor. I 
even cleaned up the fireplace, which I hadn’t touched since ages. A flock of dead pigeons, 
covered in copious soot, fell out of the chimney. I thanked my lucky stars that Kamini was 
not here to see this, ever since reading Wings of the Dove at her school, she harboured a fierce 
passion for these birds whom she couldn’t distinguish from the white dove referenced in 
James’s book. The Onida TV which hadn’t worked since ages, but still claimed pride of place 
in the living room, I put out next to the faded green carpet. I worked with such industry and 
method that Kamini’s father came out on his balcony to watch. I waved to him cheerily, but 
he grunted and turned away. At around four in the evening, I went into the market to the local 
newspaper office, where my friend Hamish worked. I had written down a few sentences on a 
scrap of paper. I handed him the paper. ‘I am starting a detective agency. I want to place an 
ad in the classifieds advertising my services,’ I told him. He did not argue with me, or try to 
change my mind; he simply quoted the standard fee which he charged for placing a six line 
advertisement in his paper. I shuffled through the notes in my wallet and took so long in 
handing over the money, that he guessed that I hadn’t enough and gave me a discount for old 
times’ sake. 
         
Three further days passed but without bringing clients to my doorstep. I decided that the time 
had come for a more aggressive marketing campaign. I walked down to the bazaar to Billu’s 
tea-shop. Billu had a printer, scanner and a photocopier at the back of his shop. During 
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examinations he made a big profit off students who flocked to his shop to buy bundles of 
photocopied notes. I handed Billu a small memory-stick which contained the format of the 
leaflet I wanted printed and photocopied. I told Billu to make fifty copies of the notice, and 
then help me put it up all over the bazaar. Bored with his monotonous duties and keen to take 
part in a novel enterprise, Billu agreed readily. We spent the day pasting the notice on paan-
stained walls and slender lamp-posts. By the evening our work was done and we retreated to 
his tea-shop. I sat at the main counter handing the leaflet, along with the menu-card, to 
everyone who entered the shop. 
            
I could see the notice pasted on to the lamp-post opposite the shop, its edges fluttering in the 
light breeze. It attracted the eyes of a few passers-by but as the lights came on, it mainly 
attracted moths and other flying insects. At half-past eleven at night Billu announced that he 
was shutting up the shop, and I had no choice but to take myself off home. 
                                                                    * 
A few days later I got my first case. A woman knocked on my door, and when I didn’t hear 
her (I was sleeping on the couch despite it being mid-day) she rapped at the window panes. I 
got up in a hurry, flustered, and opened the door, pretending that I had been working late 
hours. ‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘Didn’t hear you. I keep late hours, you see.’ 
 
She did not seem impressed and asked if she could come in. ‘I want you to follow my ex-
husband. Keep a track of all his movements. Where he goes, what he does, whom he meets 
and report to me faithfully all his activities. I want evidence against him to show that he is an 
unfit parent so that I can reclaim the custody of my child,’ she said. ‘No problem-o’, I said 
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expansively. ‘Fear not, it shall be done. All I ask for is an advance deposit.’ I grinned at her. 
She refused to grin back. 
           
The next day I took my post opposite her husband’s house. He was a doctor, and had a private 
practice which meant that he worked from home. All day long people visited his clinic, 
downcast faces when they arrived, relieved and clutching packets of medicines when they 
left. At five the doctor’s assistant flipped over the sign which had hung from the door. It now 
flashed the words ‘closed.’ Soon after the doctor’s son returned from his tuition classes (the 
notebooks he carried had the stamp of the tuition company he attended) and stowed his bicycle 
away near the porch. The doctor came out, and both of them had tea on the porch, served by 
the maidservant. The doctor read the newspaper while his son heedlessly chattered. After a 
while they played a game of badminton in their garden, and then went inside. I, who was 
masquerading as a peanut seller for the day (having borrowed a cart from Billu and a stock of 
peanuts from an actual vendor) pushed the cart down the road in the direction of the bazaar. 
           
At night when I was boiling some water in a kettle, to make myself a cup of tea, Kamini 
knocked on my door. She wanted to know how the day had gone for me, and I told her that I 
didn’t think I would find anything against the woman’s husband. She told me to give it time 
and placed a hand against my forehead. ‘How hard you have been working!’ she said 
appreciatively, and I sighed with happiness. 
                                                                        * 
That night there was a storm. The lightning crackled overhead and split a neem tree into two 
halves. This I knew was a propitious omen. And sure enough, that day there was another 
client. ‘I fear my house is haunted,’ this woman said. ‘I want to put it up for rent, but I can’t 
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find a tenant. I want you to spend the night at the house and debunk claims of paranormal 
activity,’ she said. ‘Is that the house on Fox hill?’ I asked. ‘Yes, I am the owner,’ she said. ‘It 
is my family home.’ 
           
The house on Fox Hill was long known in the region around here, as being haunted. The 
sound of a woman weeping was heard at odd hours of the night which spooked any 
prospective tenant and sent them off packing. I did not believe in ghosts though, and accepted 
the case. That night I filled a thermos full of tea and a tin full of hard-boiled eggs and set up 
camp in one of the spare rooms of the house. I borrowed a sleeping bag from Kamini’s brother 
who gave it to me grudgingly. ‘Stay away from my sister,’ he told me as he lent me the bag. 
I thought it not quite a fair exchange but refrained from saying anything to him. I also 
borrowed a book on palmistry from Kamini’s father (something to read during my night-time 
vigil) who gave it to me very willingly, glad that more people were taking an interest in a 
subject which had long interested him. 
           
I was in an upbeat mood, and whistling to myself when Kamini appeared on her balcony. ‘Do 
not whistle like this when at the house,’ she instructed. ‘Why not?’ I asked. ‘Whistling attracts 
ghosts,’ she replied, with a straight face. 
          
Starlight was shining on the moss and the periwinkle as I opened the garden gate and walked 
up the moss-covered cobblestones of the house. My client had given me a key to the house, 
but it turned in the keyhole with difficulty as if rusted. There was a fireplace in the living 
room and I decided to collect some twigs from the garden and light a fire. The garden was 
strewn with fallen branches because of the storm which had lashed last night. I collected some 
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of the less damp branches and some dry twigs which were scattered on the porch of the house. 
I set up camp near the fire, checked my torch for batteries, took out my book on palmistry and 
settled down to read. 
                                                                        *  
Soon I felt myself getting drowsy and my eyes started to close by themselves. In my dreams 
scenes from a story that I had heard regarding the history of the house played themselves out. 
My client’s uncle, to whom the house belonged, had taken a mistress at the ripe old age of 
forty-five and had left his wife. He had simply walked out of the house to start afresh in 
another town. He had informed his wife about his decision and his intention to send her a 
monthly stipend, by letter. The day the letter came, Hasheeda, my client’s aunt, wept all day 
and in the evening threw herself out of the window onto the rocks below. Since then her 
restless spirit was believed to haunt the house, doomed to wail eternally for her lost lover. In 
my dreams I dreamt the knock of the postman and Hasheeda rushing to open the door to that 
ill-fated letter.  
         
I woke irritable and realised that the knocking I heard in my dream was the banging of a 
rocking chair against the wooden mantelpiece of the fireplace. I got up and moved a vase from 
the mantelpiece and put it on the chair to still its movement. I again settled down to read. It 
was a calm, still night with none of the wind of the previous night. The moonlight shone clear 
and bright on the grass of the lawn outside and filtered through the windows lighting most of 
the room up except the far corners. The cry of the foxes, which give the area its name, sounded 
out occasionally. The first time I heard one, I thought it was someone getting strangled before 
I realised it was a fox making that noise. 
        
 
94 
 
I dozed off again and dreamt of Hasheeda reading the letter at the table. For some reason I 
pictured a vase full of roses by her elbow in my dream. I woke up again, as if startled or 
shocked awake by something important. The air was totally clear of any menace, or 
foreboding traditionally associated with haunted spaces, and it way past midnight now. I 
resolved that I would keep awake no longer to witness this non-existent ghost and burrowed 
deep into the sleeping bag.  
        
I woke up after a while because of cold. The fire has probably gone out, I thought to myself, 
realising that the hair on my arms were standing straight. I rubbed my arms and threw off the 
sleeping bag, resolving to make up the fire, when I suddenly saw that the fire was still burning 
bright. Why was I feeling so cold then, I thought to myself. Spasms of shivering overtook me 
and I could barely keep my teeth from chattering. Suddenly, as if from far away, as if from a 
time-slip, certainly not as if from the immediate vicinity, I heard the sound of someone 
sniffling. Someone taking small gulps as if gasping for air. It was the weeping woman, I 
realised. My client’s wife. Hasheeda. I turned around, to look at the table near the window, at 
the opposite end of the room, where she is thought to have sat while reading her letter, but 
saw no one. I heaved a sigh of relief, I really don’t think I could have borne meeting a ghost 
in person. I was already feeling very frightened. Soon the weeping stopped. It had only lasted 
a few minutes. Though I was stiff with fear, and did not dare move, my eyes must have closed 
automatically as I was soon fast asleep. I woke again, when I had the consciousness that 
somebody was watching me intently from the opposite end of the room. I opened my eyes 
and recognized immediately my client’s aunt. I had been shown a photograph and so could 
recognize her perfectly. She was sitting as if perfectly at peace, and watching me steadily. I 
thought of opening my mouth to ask her what she wanted, but though I could feel my lips 
moving no sound came out of my mouth. Soon, even as I was looking at her, she became faint 
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and fainter until she disappeared entirely. The air was full of the scent of roses. I felt as if I 
had had a revelation. Dawn was breaking on the hills outside, and I felt an onrush of 
resplendent new energy. As if my nerves were supercharged with some sort of a tonic. As if 
I had had glucose, the energy booster. I knew what to do. I rolled up my sleeping bag, stuffed 
my book, torch, and empty food containers back into my backpack and set off home.  
         
I had always been shy of Kamini, content to spy on her from afar, and to gossip about her 
endlessly to my mother on the phone, narrating every detail about her till my mother 
threatened to put down the phone. I trekked down Fox Hill, and took the road which I knew 
wound down to Kamini’s shrine and then to the bazaar. She was at the shrine with her pitcher 
of milk, as I knew she would be. She looked a bit pale, but started affecting nonchalance when 
she saw me. ‘So you are back safe? Any visions from the other world?’ she asked. ‘No, but I 
have a declaration to make,’ I said. She must have noticed something different about me for 
she looked a bit startled. ‘I don’t want to hear it,’ she said and put her hands on her ears 
giggling with pleasure all the while. 
                                                                       * 
We walked back hand in hand from her shrine and she put her head on my shoulder, once, 
during the walk. ‘I don’t know what I will tell Mrs Rautela. I shall have to say that far from 
discounting paranormal activity, I might just have to confirm it,’ I worried. ‘It shall break her 
heart,’ Kamini said. ‘How will she ever get this house off her hands,’ she giggled. ‘I have 
decided to switch careers. This private-eye business is more difficult than I anticipated,’ I 
informed her. ‘What shall you do instead?’ Kamini asked with a frown. ‘I have decided to 
become a palmist,’ I answered. Kamini’s laughter was blown away on a gust of wind which 
bought a scent of water in it. It started raining softly, a light drizzle, which fell on the 
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wildflowers by the side of the road, and on Kamini’s dupatta, which sparkled, as befitted its 
owner, as if dotted with newly-sewn twenty-four carat diamonds.   
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HOLI 
                                                    
He had decided that he was a celebrity. And he had decided that he was accountable to no 
one. That is why at the ripe age of forty-five, married with a wife, he had decided that if he 
wanted something or someone he would have it. Pride or society honour be damned. It helped 
that the society never condemned him for anything and the poor relatives; family friends from 
the country he counted as nothing. 
 
He befriended these acquaintances from the country; called them friends, showered gifts and 
largesse on them. Invited them to all the society functions; loaned them the money so that 
they could build their house in town, all the while eyeing their luscious daughter whose eyes 
were as black as coal and whose alabaster complexion glowed as the moon. In a society where 
it was not considered advisable to ask the age of young unmarried daughters lest your motives 
be misconstrued, he did exactly that, and only escaped a few raised eyebrows because the girl 
replied so naturally and unaffectedly that it seemed overzealous to pass judgment. 
 
What was what he did?, it might be asked at this juncture and the question would not be 
unwarranted. He owned coal mines. Lots and lots of them and had three homes around the 
national capital region itself and three Rolls Royce’s and two Mercedes. Among the other 
things he had were swimming pools in each of the houses. He loved the water it seemed. 
Landscaped gardens. Bookshelves in rooms designed by interior decorators who also selected 
the books. 
It was on the festival of Holi that these country relatives came to meet him. They had taken a 
bus from the bus stop, and had travelled alongside paddy fields on dust caked roads for six 
hours. 
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His garden had four distinct corners and was encompassed by a high wall. In one corner was 
a bower which had an idol of Ganesha. The wall between this corner and the next was not a 
wall but a blanket of water. There was water spouting from the top of the wall, from small 
needle like apertures. There were artificial rocks with sprinklers, it was an imitation of a 
waterfall. The opposite corner had small Japanese Garden. There was a verandah opposite 
the lawn and a pool next to it. It had goldfishes glittering in it, and Tarika was about to fall 
down. 
 
‘What is your name my dear?’ he asked noticing the girl standing a little apart, her frock dusty 
from the bus ride. 
 
She looked at him blankly and her mother came up from behind, ‘We were about to name her 
Zoon, it is the Kashmiri for moon but then we decided on Tarika, it means the light of a star.’ 
 
He repeated behind her, ‘the light of a star.’ He had a glass of wine in his hand; and for no 
particular reason he wished he had someplace to put it down. 
 
‘Can we have a few more tables in the garden?’ he called to the cook, who was also serving. 
The cook nodded and went inside wiping his brow with a cloth. 
 
‘Would you like me to show you around?’ 
 
He showed her the entire house. It was a splendid house and if it was monotonous in the way 
the houses of the rich are, surely he could not be faulted for that. He noticed she looked at the 
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paintings very closely. They were the only things she looked at, the rest of the time her 
exclamations were forced and polite. 
 
‘Will I see you again?’ he asked. 
 
They went out into the verandah where the festivities had started. He was not playing Holi 
and no one dared approach him but she was surrounded by all sides, His old father ruffled 
magenta coloured powder into her hair, his wife showered gold, his elder brother rubbed green 
coloured paint into the skin of her upper arms and then his son came up to smear a dark violet 
first on her cheeks and then her collarbone. 
 
She was wearing some shells around her neck, which had turned violet and stood in a halo of 
gold dust. She looked at him through the crowd and he closed his eyes. 
 
                                                            i : Tarika   
They were going for a trip into the hills. Every summer they did so. He was taking his 
brother’s children, all three of them and insisted that I and my mother come along too. My 
mother, always eager to be seen as part of high society was very happy but I was reluctant.  
My reluctance was of course only interpreted as shyness and was to be got over by lots of 
encouraging bluster by his brother’s children who were of my age group and by him 
massaging my shoulders and upper arms. I literally sat cringing in the drawing room in the 
midst of everyone for I really did not want to go. 
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Eventually I decided to take my cousin for company. We gathered on the day of departure 
around the two jeeps which had been rented, sturdy and suitable for the hills. These are the 
people who made up the party; he and his son. His elder brother who stocked the jeep which 
so much beer bottles that my cousin started making up nicknames for him relating to 
drunkenness. ‘You don’t know whether he is a drunk, so keep quiet,’ I had to whisper. His 
brother’s wife, whose ankles were swollen and who needed the fresh air. And his brother’s 
children; he had one son and two daughters. 
 
There was a driver too, who was a spare - there if he or his brother got fatigued with driving 
and wanted to rest. I stood with my cousin, unsure about the entire trip while she, a robust girl 
who had agreed to come instantly when asked and who seemed to have a crush on him 
whispered excitedly about how expensive his shirt looked. 
 
Once in the car we found out that the brother’s daughters, Sassi (whose name turned out to be 
the rajasthani for moon) and Chitra did not get along and they each wanted to befriend me for 
the duration of the trip. I chose the elder one who was closer to my own age and quieter. The 
younger one was a boisterous menace who, though a little sad at being left out, quickly found 
another diversion. The diversion was in the form of my cousin. 
 
What had happened was this. My cousin was chewing gum and distractedly while talking 
opened the door instead of the window to spit it out. This in a moving vehicle with other cars 
coming from behind! We looked at her in a state of shock. ‘What are you doing?’ I managed 
to stutter to her. The others soon forgot the incident except Chitra who kept on smiling to 
herself like a cat. I could see that she was waiting to pounce. Though this did not happen on 
this trip. It did not happen till much later. 
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When the hills came, he decided to shift to their van. ‘I haven’t spoken to the girls for the 
entire journey. Bhaiya is sleeping and I’ve told Dinesh to drive the other car.’  
 
We had been playing romantic songs in the car. He turned the radio off and said, ‘What is this 
rubbish you girls listen to?’ 
 
Sassi and I exchanged surprised looks. I thought he was being entirely ridiculous. 
 
He drove really fast, at really high speed because he wanted to show off. He went around 
dangerous bends with such calculated recklessness that they could only assume it was a 
symbol of middle aged cool. The boys were very excited by him and egged him on. This made 
him put on his sunglasses and smirk to himself. 
 
We finally arrived in Kasauni just as the sun was setting. The garden of the hotel had dahlias 
and he plucked one and gave it to me. He did so in an exaggeratedly courtly manner and made 
it look as if in jest. There was no one else around, they were still signing in at the desk but his 
brother’s wife saw and raised her eyebrows. I took it but then dropped in into the flowerbeds 
again. 
 
I and my cousin were late for dinner. We had taken turns to sleep off their tiredness and had 
then taken long baths. He had been regaling the party with tales of his once having seen a 
ghost hanging upside down from a bargad tree. This was on the road to Shimla. Evidently 
they had missed the best part of the anecdote and he looked very miffed at that. ‘Why can’t 
you girls come on time?’ he kept on saying. He only stopped when I put a hand to her 
forehead. He then asked me if I wanted something to drink. 
 
‘Yes, iced tea,’ I said and he nearly fell over himself in hurrying to get it for me. 
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Back in their room, my cousin was full of praises for him. About how well he handled the 
group making everyone feel included and about how entertaining he was. 
 
‘You like him!’ I said in disbelief. 
 
My cousin threw a pillow at me, blushing furiously all the while. 
 
The next morning we had climbed a hill next to our hotel, had made a nest of pine needles 
and were sitting on it. His brother’s wife was excellent at bridge and everyone wanted her on 
their team. The only game I won at was bluff. This should have given him a hint and he should 
have known that my smiles were those of forbearance; practised and courteous. But men in 
passion take every little thing as assent and are constantly amusing. 
 
There was only time during the afternoon that my forbearance flagged. His brother’s wife 
who had lost the game scattered the cards all around and since no one bothered to pick them 
up, we progressed to a game of antaakshari, and started singing the songs. When my turn 
came I sang a classical raga, because I could remember nothing of popular music starting 
from that letter. His brother asked as to which tune I was singing and I was pleased to elaborate 
on the melodies in the Hindustani gayak tradition. I said, ‘We have ten thaats in the classical 
system and many ragas originate from these ten parent that’s. They are yaman, bhairav…’ 
But I was cruelly interrupted. They wanted to move on. He looked strained, as if he didn’t 
expect me to be interested in singing and all these sort of pursuits. 
 
‘I always thought of you as a very serious girl,’ he told me full of reproach. 
 
By serious, he might just have meant cold I thought. Music is touched with something of the 
spiritual for me. He had just categorised excessive interest in music as lewd. I left the party 
and went down the hill. Where the car was parked the driver was sharing cigarettes with the 
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boys. ‘I want one too,’ I told them and without waiting for their reply took one from the pack. 
I lit it with nonchalance and they all stood looking at me. 
 
A few days after that someone’s birthday party was being celebrated at the discotheque of the 
hotel. All people staying over there were warmly encouraged to attend. He didn’t have a 
problem with dancing it turned out. He took me by the hand and led me to the dance floor. He 
wanted to see my body move, he said. I felt sickened and I disentangled myself from him 
saying that I needed some fresh air and wanted to go out to the garden.   
 
Two days after that I received a telegram from mother who said she was not feeling well and 
wanted me to come home.  I packed some pine cones in my bag as a present for her. Then I 
went down to the station and took the early morning train bound towards Delhi. 
 
                                                                    **** 
 
After this rebuff, the man decided to offset his sense of rejection by paying attention to the 
cousin. He would praise the cousin lavishly at parties and in front of all and sundry until the 
cousin started taking it seriously and glowed with pride. 
 
One day his elder brother took four of the children out on a picnic to a small stream. It was 
still water and an outcrop of rock jutted towards the water. They did not have proper fishing 
rods. Only sticks with strings hanging on them at the end of which was attached a hook. But 
the process of catching the fishes was the same. You had to sit still with the string not moving 
and know exactly when to jerk the string out of the water when the fish began tugging at it. 
 
Tarika was very good at this and had caught nine fishes where the others had only caught two 
or three. The boys were getting miffed at their lack of success when Chitra told them not to 
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worry. ‘Both of us are vegetarians. It is you who will get to fry and eat them.’ This cheered 
them up enormously and they were full of plans. 
 
Later the boys stripped and went for a swim in the river while the girls ate biryani and dozed 
on a rug under the trees. Birds picked at the grains of rice which had fallen on the grass. 
 
When they all returned to the house sleepy and somnambulant after their pleasant afternoon, 
he got into an enormous row with his brother. They couldn’t hear what it was all about as they 
were instructed to stay on the porch and dry out their things. 
 
                                                               ii : Sassi 
 
Today’s New Year’s party was very interesting. I had no great hopes for the evening because 
our plans to go to a discotheque were cancelled by our parents who think we are getting way 
too wayward and would misbehave in such places. They were vague about what exactly we 
would do or not do at the disco but they appeared firm and so Ajay and Rohit did not press 
the point. Ajay went off to his friend’s place. They were having a proper barbeque over there 
in the garden he said and had lit the fire also. He did not want to go with us. So we all went 
without him to Tilo’s. I tried to protest against going there because it was an all you can eat 
buffet and I was on a diet but no one listened to me. It was just my parents, uncle’s family, 
Tarika’s insufferable cousin and her parents. Tarika wasn’t coming initially. But I begged her 
on the phone and so she relented.  
 
The evening turned out to be so different from expected. My uncle was giving so much of 
attention to Tarika’s cousin that she was visibly purring with self-delight. She keeps going on 
and on about how much uncle likes her and how he thinks she is by far the most talented and 
worthy girl he has ever had the privilege of meeting. Usually all of us ignore her when she is 
like this and roll our eyes but today when Ila got all her snaps clicked in outrageous poses, 
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either clinging to him, or putting her hand on his shoulder in this proprietary manner. She is 
nearly seventeen and she should know that young girls do not behave in this manner. 
Somehow this must have affected Tarika also because all through dinner she kept in looking 
at him very steadily. The effect of this on my uncle was very surprising. He literally choked 
while singing Ila’s praises. He stopped it entirely and would walk to the other end of the room 
whenever Ila would come near him. 
  
At one point of the evening Ila was on about this present he had promised to buy her when he 
interrupted her with, ‘You should not believe whatever this girl says. She is after all just a 
silly girl!’ 
 
Tarika looked at Ila without smiling, as if for confirmation, but I could not supress my giggles. 
Ila looked embarrassed at this insult but Tarika did not gloat or permit herself to smile. She 
looked at Ila a little pityingly before turning to the table where they had shrikhand. 
 
What I noticed as very peculiar about the entire incident was that my aunt seems to dislike 
Tarika. She is too polished to say anything on her face but it’s like she seethes with jealousy. 
I don’t understand why that should be. Tarika is an extremely beautiful girl and not likely to 
be interested in a middle-aged man with a son almost her own age, surely she has nothing to 
fear. 
 
Tarika’s aunt, Ila’s mother on the other hand rightly had much to be displeased about. She 
looks crumpled and resentful, as if all of her illusions had been shattered. She spends the 
evening looking greatly put out, and does not even eat her pudding. 
 
It’s amazing how much men can hurt people. But none of these people hold it against him. 
He is still their star, the one they bow down to and flutter around. And Tarika who is doing 
her best to be tactful and gracious about all of this, is regarded with bitterness and envy. 
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At the end of the evening, she asked him, ‘Will you be going to the mountains this summer 
too? If so, I would like to go with you. I liked it last time.’ 
 
My uncle looks so happy at this, he expands and seems to fill up the room. I fear that he would 
have floated away were he not so sturdy. He says, ‘Yes, yes. We will all be going to Sikkim. 
I have never been there.’ It seems as if he is improvising. But Tarika does not seem to notice 
and beams at him. Either she has changed her mind about him or she is tired of how her cousin 
has been acting since last summer. 
 
                                                         iii: Chitra 
 
Gangtok is famed for its monasteries. But how much of looking at artefacts and old scriptures 
in incomprehensible script, displayed under glass cases can one do. Therefore, while driving 
down the mountain after visiting one such monastery I decided to make all the cars stop when 
I saw some yaks. They were decorated with intricately embroidered rugs piled over their backs 
and bells hanging from their horns. The lake which had lime green water in it looked as if it 
had glazed over, the water was so smooth and I shivered when I looked at it. But the yaks 
were splendid. We had to pay a nominal sum to ride on them and though Tarika was only 
content with sitting on one of them and getting a picture clicked, I actually made it trot again 
and again till I got my money’s worth. 
 
In the evening on MG Road which is a pedestrianized street, we could dress in the indigenous 
Nepalese dress and get pictures clicked. I refused to do so with those artificial flowers they 
make everyone click one with. I made my father bring some fresh ones from the store a little 
way off. Ila’s mother thinks I’m very spoilt. She has no business to be making comments 
about others seeing how rude she is to her niece Tarika who is really very lovely and has done 
nothing to her aunt. 
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The boys have been after our lives; they want to go down rafting in the Teesta and will not let 
us rest till they have achieved their aim. My mother is vehemently opposed to the plan, she 
thinks it dangerous but I think she will be overruled. 
 
I was proved right. Today we were taken rafting. Ila’s mother and my mother were out of the 
way; as they went shopping. Rohit insisted that he wanted a bejewelled dagger, fake jewels 
of course, but it has the same effect. The Bhutanese make lots of such daggers for decoration. 
They sell them as set pieces and in singles. Who would want knives decorating their rooms? 
I wondered but lots of people it seemed as these daggers with their stone studded cases are 
very popular. 
 
As soon as they were gone the three men and all five of us got into the other jeep and drove 
down to the rafting point. The boatman that was to navigate us seemed such a frail looking 
fellow and slender, that both Sassi and I were doubtful of his capacity. We suggested some 
other raft but no one listened to us.  
 
Once on the river, we had lots of fun. The rapids would rise so quickly and surge over us with 
such force that our raft would sometimes get completely submerged. I felt that we were in the 
danger of capsizing all throughout but that never happened. Ila shrieked and shouted the most, 
to get the most attention but uncle wasn’t looking at her at all. He was constantly looking at 
Tarika. Earlier he was very protective of her and tried to be gentlemanly getting a seat next to 
her. But she did not pay him much attention, in fact was looking rather irritated at him 
hovering around her. So later he took to simply staring at her when she went up and under the 
water. 
 
I think he and Tarika are going to have a falling out by the end of the trip. I almost feel sorry 
for him because she is so nonchalant. But she is far better than that Ila who when in the same 
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situation strutted about with a self-satisfied smile on her face, and never stopped reminding 
everyone about it behaving as if she had won the lottery. 
 
                                                               iv : Ila 
 
Sassi just got engaged and we all went to congratulate her. She wasn’t doing very well in her 
studies and her mother said that as she’s nearly twenty she might as well get married. They 
had shifted the oblong mirror into their garden and Chitra was putting jasmine in her hair. I 
went with Tarika and her new boyfriend. Mother says, ‘now that she is in college it was sonly 
to be expected.’ He seemed awfully gratified that she was introducing him to all her friends. 
I don’t know what all these men see in her, she is so vapid. I have also seen that she always 
seems so complacent about everything. I’m sure this new man will get tired of her and realise 
that his heart lies elsewhere. 
         
                                                                     *  
He grew apart from these poor relatives of his. He no longer invited them to New Year’s 
parties or summer trips. The money that he had been planning to lend to Tarika’s parents (they 
wanted to start their own business) he changed his mind about. The smaller house he owned 
in the same neighbourhood where he lived he sold to someone else. Her cousin, whom he 
thought was the source of the problem he couldn’t seem to stand anymore and was belligerent 
towards. Overall he drifted away from the entire set. Not many people could figure out the 
cause of the estrangement and he wasn’t forthcoming about it either. He took to drinking more 
too but that was never noticed. It was said till long after that he used to drink enough earlier 
too.     
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HONEY, VINEGAR               
 
‘Unfortunately, there is no mistake,’ she said, closing the file. She sighed and looked outside 
the window, at the clear blue sky and the trees swaying in the light breeze. The girl sitting 
opposite her took out a handkerchief and started sniveling into it. ‘If you had been more 
frequent in your attendance at my lectures perhaps the situation would have been different,’ 
she continued, replacing the file in the drawer of her office desk. ‘As it stands, I cannot help 
you. You have not secured a passing grade in my subject and would have to retake the exam 
the next summer.’   
 
Hearing this the girl cried even more noisily into her handkerchief. Mrs. Srivastava felt 
exhausted. Trying to resist taking a peek at her watch, she wondered how soon she could get 
back home to her small but well-appointed house where messy emotions had no place and 
where everything was strictly regulated. Where all was order, and control.  
 
Abhinandan poked his head into her office. ‘You carry on,’ she said to him. ‘I’ll be with you 
in a minute.’ She stood up, smoothening the pleats of her saree. ‘It is time for lunch. I shall 
need to lock up,’ she said to the girl whose face was a mask of despair. 
 
                                                                            * 
 
 As Mrs. Srivastava walked quickly to the canteen, where she and Abhinandan had lunch 
every day, she thought of how tiresome students could be. How invulnerable they thought 
themselves, and what cluelessness they displayed regarding anything that was not directly 
related to their own small selves! 
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But when she saw Abhinandan such dark thoughts scattered. He had set out two plates for 
them, heaped with rice, lentils, broccoli, mushrooms, on their regular table by the window 
and was tucking a napkin into his chest. His open, broad and trusting face warmed her to her 
very bones, and she wondered what incidents would he recount to her while they ate, which 
of their colleagues would he imitate. Mundane events; in themselves trivial and banal, when 
narrated by Abhinandan, when refracted through the prism of his vision, became colourful 
and entrancing. He had the gift of making everything delightful. She couldn’t remember how 
she had managed to get through the lunch hour before he joined the university, she must have 
buried her head in a book as usual. And to think that he had only been here five months! She 
must never let him go, she thought and resolved to hold fast to him for as long and as hard as 
she could. 
 
                                                                          * 
 
In the evening when she got back home she found her mother sitting on the verandah with the 
next door neighbour. They were eating walnuts, which the doctor had prescribed as good for 
her mother’s eyes, and poring over a coloured newspaper. As she drew closer, she saw that it 
was a matrimonial and that they were scanning the advertisements. She held her books in 
front of her face. ‘I’m not looking,’ she said, and quickened her pace in a hurry to get inside 
the house, ignoring her mother’s voice calling after her. 
 
Once inside the house, she went straight to the mirror in her dressing room. Abhinandan had 
told her that she looked very nice today, and she had wanted to confirm it for herself, to see 
what he had seen. She remembered the day he had befriended her. It was at a picnic at Kerwa 
Dam which they had organized for the first years. The rains had turned the ground muddy, 
and the squelching sound which her sandals made as she tramped across the field had irritated 
her. She had made witty, sarcastic comments about the whole excursion to Dr. Keshav Purree, 
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and had worn a honey-coloured saree. ‘You have a vinegar tongue,’ Dr. Puree had 
pronounced. ‘Ah, but she has eyes the colour of honey,’ Abhinandan had remarked, and this 
was how he had stolen her heart. 
 
 
Mrs. Srivastava was peering into the mirror with such intense concentration that she jumped 
in fright when her mother entered the dressing room. The old woman was still clutching the 
newspaper which she proceeded to wave in her daughter’s face. ‘I do not believe in arranged 
matches. Marriages are made in heaven,’ Mrs. Srivastava informed her mother. ‘That is what 
children believe. Children, and green girls of eighteen who should know better but don’t,’ her 
mother answered drily. 
 
‘Do not confer on me the burden of living in a desacralized universe,’ Mrs. Srivastava said 
loftily. She concluded the conversation, which was beginning to bore her, by taking the 
newspaper out of her mother’s hands and dropping it in the wastepaper basket. 
 
                                                                           * 
 
What she had said to her mother, she later reflected in her office, was only the repetition of 
what Abhinandan had once said to her. She herself believed in nothing, and no one. Not a 
romantic at heart, she was not a rationalist either for she wanted no one but Abhinandan, and 
this despite the fact that he had never given her any hint that there could be something between 
them. Not allowed to be a rationalist simply because the strength of her feelings engulfed her; 
she did not know where to turn and whom to ask for advice.  
 
Her work at least was going well. All her students had passed except one, and that girl who 
had failed had elected not to sit for the retake. She was not interested, she had said. It was 
only an elective, she didn’t need to clear it to graduate, she had said. Mrs. Srivastava dismissed 
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her from her mind, preferring to think of Abhinandan instead, and how soon she could 
recommend him for a promotion to the post of a lecturer. He was currently only a reader. 
They were going to see Habib Tanvir’s new play, which was being staged at the Bharat 
Bhavan this weekend, and Mrs. Srivastava was secretly thrilled. Though it was not a date; he 
had specified that they were simply going as friends (‘Can’t I take my dearest friend out if I 
want?’ he had cajoled when she had initially demurred) Mrs. Srivastava felt that there was 
reason to be hopeful that their friendship might find a firmer footing, even transform into 
something more intimate. She sighed to herself, and unlocked the bottom drawer of her desk 
where she kept a small tin of dates and jaggery to indulge her sweet tooth. She broke off a 
little chunk off the block of jaggery and bit into it. Then she opened her notebook and started 
taking notes for a lecture she was due to give. 
 
                                                                             * 
 
The stars shone out clearer in the sky that evening, it seemed to Mrs. Srivastava, as if they 
had been newly scrubbed and polished. She stood on her verandah waiting for Abhinandan to 
arrive, and when he finally did, she heaved a sigh of relief. He had not forgotten after all, as 
she had feared. He looked so handsome, and boyish at the same time that she could hardly 
speak and longed to touch him. 
 
At the theatre she spotted Chanda, with her family. The girl was wearing a long sleeved, high 
necked white shirt and blue skirt. The sleeves of her shirt were too long, grazing her knuckles. 
Her stiff collar too high, grazing her chin. Her skirt too long, it trailed the floor. She had not 
pleated her long hair which fell across her back like a fan and she wore no jewelry. No 
adornment except a black bindi between the brows of her expressive eyes. She looked like a 
renunciate, a harsh and unworldly ascetic. Mrs. Srivastava nudged Abhinandan with her 
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elbow. ‘Look, who just came in,’ she said, but he chose this moment to get up. ‘I have to get 
myself a coffee,’ he said. 
 
‘That’s Chanda sitting in the front row,’ she said, when he returned looking a bit harried, 
pointing out the slim girl squeezed between her parents in the front row. ‘Who?’ Abhinandan 
asked.  
 
In the carpark, he kissed her. Quite suddenly and without warning. A quick peck on the lips. 
‘It means a lot to me that you came out with me today,’ he said. Mrs. Srivastava held her 
breath waiting for more. ‘I don’t know what I would do without you,’ he whispered, and gave 
her a hug, before detaching himself to open the door of his car.  
 
                                                                            * 
 
Mrs. Srivastava spent the next few weeks in a kind of a daze. A mild feeling of elation in her 
bloodstream, just below her skin, occasional spurts of rapture breaking through. She felt 
serene and joyous; protected against the hurts of life - the small setbacks and the daily irritants 
- through the intoxication that love conferred. The glowing anesthesia of his words, of what 
she meant to him, blunting the edges of her work life. 
 
 
Not that her work wasn’t going well. She had something to celebrate on that front too as her 
book was soon due to release. Printed by a small obscure press, which specialized in academic 
titles, the book was nevertheless something that would cement her university career and 
hopefully secure her a chair in the near future. 
 
She planned to have a dinner at her house to celebrate the occasion, and to invite a few of her 
close colleagues. She dialed Abinandan’s office number, she had memorized his extension, 
and counted in breathless anticipation the number of times the phone rang before it was picked 
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up. ‘Will you come?’ she asked him, and was satisfied with his reply. She picked up a ball-
point pen and started making a list of the people to invite in her notebook. 
 
                                                                          * 
 
Mrs. Srivastava had settled on inviting over six people finally (to fill in the seating places at 
her dinner table) and had elected to serve south Indian fare. Her nieghbour from Kerela had 
helped her with the cooking, for Kanika Srivastava was hopeless with anything other than 
eggs, boiled potatoes, and salads comprising of sprouts and chickpeas. ‘But what will we have 
for dessert?’ Mrs. Srivastava wrung her hands. Her neighbour surveying the array of masala 
idlis, sambhar, paper-thin dosas, vadas and tomato uttapams spread out on the kitchen 
counter, and eating banana chips to keep up her energy pronounced, ‘They can have filter 
coffee later.’ 
 
Satisfied with this decree of wisdom, Mrs. Srivastava sat at the table to await the arrival of 
her guests. 
 
                                                                            * 
 
They were almost through with dinner and Abhinandan still hadn’t arrived. ‘I wonder what 
could have held him up?’ Mrs. Srivastava had remarked from time to time but as the others 
appeared not unduly anxious, she strove to affect nonchalance and attend to the people who 
had made the effort to come on time. ‘I was initially only having over five people but he said 
he wanted to bring a guest along with him,’ she told the assembled company. ‘I thought six 
would be better, and so I agreed. Do you think he has been delayed because of his guest?’ she 
asked, with a sudden flash of intuition that women are so renowned for. Dr. Kesahv-Puree, 
who seemed to be in the possession of some knowledge that she did not have, looked down 
at his plate and did not meet her eyes.  
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A few moments later Mrs. Srivastava was proved to have been right. The doorbell rang, and 
Abhinandan was admitted by Mrs. Srivastava’s mother, and her neighbour. ‘We were just 
going out to the mandi. We don’t want to be in your way,’ her mother was telling Abhinandan. 
‘But after seeing your young companion we are tempted to change our minds and instigate 
inquiries instead?’ her neighbour rejoined, and they both cackled with laughter. Abhinandan’s 
reply was indistinct. 
 
When he entered the dining room, holding a bouquet of flowers in one hand, she reeled as if 
she had suffered a blow to the heart. His other hand was on the wrist of a shy girl, whom he 
was cajoling into the room. A diamond adorned the girl’s ring finger, and it was visible for 
all to see when the girl raised a hand to her cheek in an embarrassed gesture.  
 
‘We are getting married in spring,’ Abhinandan announced to his colleagues, who were 
already rising from their seats to congratulate the couple. ‘I had a hard time getting Chanda 
to fix a day. I was beginning to think she didn’t want to marry me,’ he said, as he shook hands 
with everyone. ‘The first time she wanted to delay until she had completed her MBA. Then 
when she didn’t do well in Kanika’s subject, she dropped the idea of an MBA. She then agreed 
on next winter. I had to drop her for a while, and focus on other women to get her to come 
back to me. We have now agreed on next spring,’ he said. ‘The wedding cards shall soon be 
sent. Everyone I can think of shall receive invitations.’ 
 
He had not looked at Kanika at all, all the while that he spoke this. But now he did look at 
her. ‘I am very pleased for you,’ she said. ‘Really, I am very glad,’ she reaffirmed, trying to 
overcome the tremor in her voice, and any ill-grace. The couple beamed and Dr. Keshav-
Puree, expansively, as if making himself at home, announced, that he would serve the coffee. 
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EMERALD-GREEN 
 
She had met someone else. You could see it in her eyes. You had bought her for a month’s 
holiday to the southern coast of this continent so that her indifference towards you would 
evaporate in bonhomie and friendship. But this evening her sullen moodiness had been worse 
than before and she made no effort to mask it. In response to your queries she had roused 
herself from her thoughtfulness and you sensed that a revelation was on its way. ‘I have met 
someone else,’ she said pushing the caldo verde that she ordered away from her. 
 
You felt as if someone had shot you in the stomach and strove very hard to look calm. She 
looked away at the ceramic pots displayed nearby. The ceramic pottery of this region was 
famous and she had been enchanted by some of the designs on the pots when she first visited 
the market. But now she stared with unseeing eyes. Her face wistful and her thoughts far 
away.  
 
You strove to control the situation. ‘Do I know him?’ you asked. If she replied in the 
affirmative you resolved that you would beat this guy black and blue. This mystery lover 
would never have a chance to look at her again. ‘No,’ she said, after a pause. But you had a 
distinct feeling that she was holding out on you, even hiding something. You could always 
tell when she wasn’t being completely frank with you. 
 
You found it painful to press the matter and so you called for the check. When you walked 
back to the hotel you tried to keep distance from her but the perfume she was wearing 
assaulted your senses and caused you light headedness. 
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                                                                         * 
You remembered that when you had first met her she was wearing the same perfume. She had 
dropped her scarf in the snow in her haste to get inside the warmth of the delicatessen and had 
a cat in her arms. A cat with hard emerald green eyes like her own. She was cuddling the 
animal cooing to it affectionately. You were exiting the shop and had held the door open 
allowing her to pass in through first. She swept by you without a second glance and once 
outside you retrieved her watermelon coloured scarf patting your pockets for a pen. You had 
scribbled your number on the corner of the scarf, re-entered the cosy warmth of the shop and 
asked her in a low voice, ‘Does this belong to you?’ 
 
She had accepted it with a grateful smile and knotted it around her neck. 
 
She had rung up your number on the weekend. ‘Do you remember we had met at the 
delicatessen on campus?’ Of course, you did. She asked you to meet her outside the student 
union shop. She was going to a birthday party and wanted you to be her date. The floor was 
strewn with confetti and a siege of balloons. The streamers hung from the ceiling like 
sentinels. They had difficulty picking their way through all the balloons to wish the birthday 
girl, her ex-roommate, whose boyfriend had thrown this party to introduce her to all his 
friends. She had seemed dissatisfied with all the attention her friend was getting and had taken 
you out on the balcony. People were standing about in small clusters with their drinks and 
there was a debate as to whether it would start snowing again. She had pulled you into a corner 
and you had kissed as if drunk on each other, getting drunker by the minute, attuned to each 
other’s heartbeats. Later in her room, where the heating wasn’t working, your head against 
her collarbone, your face buried in her hair. Her hand clasping your neck, her fingerprints on 
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your lips. Both of you lost, beyond retrieval. In the grasp of the mermaid the mortal 
relinquishes the shore. 
 
She had found a job in the north. She was to move to Glasgow the following weekend. She 
told you this midweek. You had taken her to the planetarium. She had said that she wanted to 
look at the stars. That was when she informed you about her decision. You could not bear the 
thought of her being alone in a new city. In your time with her you had found her to be not 
someone whom you thought would make it on her own. Almost before you knew what you 
were doing, you had asked her to marry you. 
                                                                          * 
The next morning, at breakfast you bit into an omelette but it didn’t taste of anything. You 
were frightened, perhaps your taste buds had stopped working? But then you realised that it 
was grief. She came downstairs to the lounge an hour later, ready for a walk through the 
wooded ravines to the town centre. On our way out of the hotel gates, the path dipped suddenly 
and the gardener had cleverly heaped autumn leaves over a depression in the path which 
would otherwise seem like a ditch. She jumped on the leaves like a child. She said she liked 
the crackle they made underneath her feet, the snapping of the twigs. After a while she took 
my arm and said that that she had hoped that this holiday would rekindle things between us, 
but so far she hadn’t found that to be the case. This was said with a deep sigh as if she was 
the one to be pitied. 
 
You hated her suddenly. Violent images flashed through your head. She was lying flat on her 
back for you while you struck her across the face. You were ripping her from limb to limb 
and could hear the crackle of her tendons, the sinews. Her voice broke into your thoughts. She 
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wanted you to look at a hare which was crossing the path. You turned on her in a cold fury, 
‘Look, I cannot do this anymore. Let us cut our trip short and get back.’ 
On the train when she went to the dining car for a bottle of orange juice, you took her phone 
out of her handbag and checked her messages. His name was Ian. Ian Marshall. 
                                                                           * 
It was as well that despite the fact that you had given her a solitaire, you had not moved in 
together. There were only a few clothes of hers at your place which she came to pick up one 
early morning when you were still in bed. You had taken to sleeping a lot nowadays. And 
watching reruns on the TV. One night you arrived drunk at the apartment where she lived and 
banged on the door rousing most of the people she shared the apartment with out of their beds 
and into the kitchen or the hallway. 
 
She was shaking with anger already when she came out to meet you, and you took her by the 
shoulders and shook her all the more till one of her flatmates intervened. 
 
You took to frequenting the cafés she visited, and one day you saw her cat bundled up in 
scarves and sitting on the beanbag. Your girl was at the serving counter, making up her mind 
between café latte or Choco-milk. She did not notice you. She was self-absorbed that way. It 
was difficult to get her to notice anything outside herself. 
 
You stroked the cat’s fur and it nuzzled against you. The dumb animal had always been quite 
fond of you. It didn’t purr, it only did that when she called out to ‘kitty, kitty’ to it from the 
adjoining room. It would then lift its paw, as if giving attendance and meow in answer. 
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The café was on the third floor of the plaza and the windows were open. You lifted it from 
the beanbag and were opening the window a bit wider when the cat gave a sort of strangled 
cry. Your ex-girlfriend looked around catching the sound and her eyes widened in alarm. No, 
she screamed but you had already let go of the cat. Her scream was ear-splintering and she 
rushed to the window looking down at the broken body of her pet on the pavement. She tried 
to claw your face with her long nails, something which even the cat hadn’t tried doing, but 
you held her wrists and said in a cold, level voice, ‘Now we are even.’ 
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AN ILLICIT INTIMACY 
 
The first client I had in my fledgling detective agency was a distraught husband who had 
wanted to discover whether his wife was having an affair. Solving a matter this mundane, 
trivial and quotidian is not the way I wish to employ my talents, I felt like telling him, but he 
seemed so distraught (his hand covering his eyes as if he couldn’t even tolerate me sitting in 
front of him) that I forbore.  
             
The man in question was a manager in a bank. Solidly middle-class, salt of the earth. Looking 
at him I felt spurts of glee. My first client. But I knew I would not be able to make any money 
out of him, he didn’t look rich enough to pay a hefty fee. My satisfaction with the new client 
dwindled as I registered this information. I had taken a big loan from the bank to purchase 
this vacant office in the upscale Shamla Hills, and I needed as many clients as I could get to 
pay back the loan and the exorbitant interest the bank was charging.     
           
I had always wanted to be a detective and have a business of my own, ever since childhood 
when the woman who lived next door to us was murdered and the police had arrested the 
cook. I knew it was the sister-in-law who had committed the crime, and not the cook. This I 
had known purely by intuition, and sure enough I was proved right. In due course of time, 
enough evidence came to light against the sister-in-law and she was convicted for her crimes. 
What can I say, I have a natural nose for things like this. 
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I told him I would look into it, and he left with me their home address, details of the credit 
cards in his wife’s name, her vehicle registration details, a list of her favourite restaurants, the 
shopping complexes she frequented, her friends in the city, their addresses, and a signed 
contract.  
                                                                              * 
The next day I parked my car at the end of the lane his house was on, and watched through 
the rear-view window as the wife came out of the house and got into her car. I tailed her car 
discreetly, and at a distance. When we came to the area known as New Market where the 
shops are, and where there was much more traffic, I took the precaution of having two cars 
between us all the time. She stopped her car in front of a beauty parlour and I parked in the 
driveway of a bookshop opposite, hastening out of the car inside the shop as if I was in a very 
big hurry to buy books. From the glass-fronted upstairs window I had a clear view of the 
street. I would easily be able to spot her when she came out. Three hours had passed and she 
still hadn’t emerged. I started feeling a bit jittery. I jumped when the perplexed shop-assistant 
who had seen me browsing for hours but not settling on anything, asked if he could be of 
assistance. 
            
It was while I was replying to the shop-assistant, telling him that I liked travel books, and 
history books, all the while trying to look over his head through the plate-glass that I saw her 
come out. Her skin looked fresh and youthful, she seemed to be positively glowing. Her hair 
which had been a frizz of unmanageable curls in the morning, was all sleek, shiny and 
straightened. I found myself thinking that she looked very pretty, it was as if moths fluttered 
against my heart but I chided myself and told myself to concentrate on the task at hand. 
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I blindly took a few books from the rack, shoved them into the shop-assistant’s hands and 
strode to the cashier. He took such a long time in making up the bill, and packaging the books 
that by the time I got back to my car, she had driven off. I felt very despondent and thought 
of returning back to my office and was just turning into the Shamla Hills estate when I saw 
her car parked by a roadside stall. She was eating a cob of corn and gaily chatting with the 
vendor. I drove past her and turned into the Shamla Hills enclave, simply on an instinct. It 
takes three hours to straighten one’s hair, that didn’t account for the change in complexion 
and the jolly mood. She had an assignation to keep. Of this I was certain. She was wearing a 
very chic outfit, not something suitable for a bank manager’s wife so I could guess that she 
was probably meeting someone well-heeled. All the fashionable restaurants were around the 
Shamla Hills area, next to the lake. She would soon be taking the same turning as me, and it 
wouldn’t hurt to drive in front of her for a change. I drove up to the bada talab and parked 
my car near one of the sweet-shops selling malpuas and barfis. I bought some milk-cake, my 
mother’s favourite sweet, and thought of how we used to come out here quite often when she 
was alive. I remembered how vendors would fill newspaper cones with popcorn for us, and 
we would feed the ducks which waddled about on the wooden planks where the boatmen 
docked when they picked up passengers to ferry about on the talab. 
            
She passed me by when I was halfway though my second plate of milk-cake, and I had to 
throw it in the dustbin and hurry to my car, because she was speeding and I was scared of 
losing the trail. She stopped at one of the restaurants at the far side of the lake, away from the 
waddling ducks and the boats, but still one which had a patio jutting out into the water. There 
was a railing so that children would not fall in. She sat at one of the tables at the back and I 
sat next to the railing. She kept on flicking strands of hair away from her face, and checking 
her watch. I surmised that whoever she was waiting for was late. 
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I could see the incense sticks floating on the water, and the soft petals of roses, and the body 
of a dead seagull floating farther and farther away. There was a scent of water and leaves in 
the air, of branches drowning, of clods of earth slipping into the water, of drops felt on 
napkins, among dough kneaded for fresh pastries and cherry tarts. We were sitting over there 
for over an hour. I ate fettuccine which was served in a deep dish, the waiters placed olive oil 
in slender bottles on the table by the dish and I pulled out the cork lacing the fettuccine 
liberally. My client’s wife had drunk three cups of coffee and looked as if she was developing 
a headache for she had started massaging her forehead. She looked very disgruntled, put on 
her sunglasses even though there was no sun, paid her bill and left. 
         
I chewed my food contemplatively. Whoever she had come out here to meet hadn’t kept his 
or her appointment. My client’s wife had been stood up. I was sure that she was going to drive 
back to her house now and not be going anywhere else. There was no point in tailing her back 
to her house. I asked for the menu card again, and looked at the selection of teas they served. 
Darjeeling, earl gray, masala, lemon, jasmine, noon chai, and oolong. 
* 
The next day I again parked my car at the end of her lane, under a flowering amaltas tree. I 
had bought some guavas along with me and a newspaper to pass the time. The guavas which 
were straight from my fridge were still cool to the touch and I bit into them greedily. The 
amaltas had scattered it’s flowers on the green grass of the lawn next to the pavement. It was 
again an overcast morning, clouds gathering in the sky and it looked as if it was about to rain. 
She did not come out of the house till half-past one. She seemed to be in a bit of a hurry, and 
was carrying a large box. She dropped her car key on the ground it seemed, because she placed 
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the box on the bonnet of the car, stooped to pick something up and then unlocked the door of 
the car. The box which seemed light, had been sliding down the bonnet inch by inch and she 
caught it just in time. I felt very curious as to the contents of the box and quickly started my 
own car, flowers rolled off the roof of my car as I accelerated to catch up with her. 
              
She had taken the road out of the city, and was traveling towards the farmlands and the 
government protected forest cover. I had guessed where she was going and I was right, she 
slowed down a little when she came to the Kerwa Dam as if deciding where to park and finally 
just ran the car off the road onto the grass. I stopped at a dhabha  on the opposite side of the 
road and asked the owner who was cleaning the counters whether I could have something to 
drink? He handed me a slender glass bottle showing the label coca-cola, and a straw. I asked 
for a plastic cup instead. She had taken out a rolled-up rug from the backseat of the car and 
tucked it under her arm. Then she took out the box from the front. 
            
I saw her walking to the reservoir of water, unroll the rug on the ground, seat herself on it, her 
legs folded to the side, and slowly open the box. She took out a small triangle of cake from it 
and bit into it. She had come here to have a picnic, but all by herself? Soon I heard the drone 
of a motorcycle, it seemed as if it was slowing down. I went to the counter to pay my bill, 
pulling my cap over to the side of my face. 
            
I could only take a surreptitious peek, but I recognised the gangly youth instantly. He was the 
son of one of the most prominent businessmen of the city. Photographs of him partying in 
nightclubs were published often in the local rag. His father was extremely philanthropic, 
donating generously to Guru Rajdas’s humanitarian endeavours and offering patronage and 
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financial means for the holy man to build ashrams around the country. I myself had attended 
one of their Sunday contemplative meditation sessions, and had seen posters advertising their 
retreats on billboards in the city. He would not be happy about his son’s activities, I thought.     
           
I could see in the distance that she had waved to him, and he had gone over, that she had 
offered him some cake but he had shaken his head. They talked intently for a minute, and then 
there seemed to be an argument. She got up and started walking away from him. He seemed 
lost in thought gazing at the river for a minute or so and then he came after her. I crept forward, 
concealing myself behind some bushes on the west side, because I had wanted to hear what 
they were saying. By now he had her pushed up against a tree, and she was clawing at his 
clothes. I took out my camera, adjusted my telephoto lens, and switched off the flash. After I 
had taken enough pictures, of his mouth fastened on hers and of them groping at each other, 
I backed out of the bushes and stealthily made my way back across the field, to the dhabha 
were I had left my car. 
                                                                       * 
In my darkened office I dimmed the lights to avoid paying too hefty a bill at the end of the 
month, and thought of what I should do next. The photographs lay in an envelope on my desk. 
Black thoughts were entering my mind. Giving over the photographs to the husband and 
receiving my standard fee for two days surveillance and a bonus for results did not seem to 
me to be quite enough. I could sell these to the newspapers who were bound to be interested 
in the doings of a business tycoon’s only heir. Eventually I hit upon an even more clever plan, 
I decided to blackmail the wayward youth – I would ask for enough money to enable me to 
pay off my loan to the bank all at once - in exchange for withholding the evidence I held 
against him, from his father. 
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I took out the telephone directory from the drawer of my desk, and picked up the phone.  
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THE BEAD SHOP 
 
Arjumand was the Emperor Shah Jahan’s wife, with whom he had a lengthy courtship of five 
years. He later gave her the moniker Mumtaz Mahal which meant the chosen of the palace. 
After her death he built the Taj Mahal in her memory.                                                
        
‘Today I was sitting at the bead shop at Meena Bazaar, Abba Jaan when Prince Khurram came 
in,’ said Arjumand handing a cloth bag full of walnuts to her Father. 
 ‘No doubt he wanted to buy something for one of his mistresses.’ 
 ‘Does he have very many, Abba Jaan?’ 
 ‘He is very decadent; I would want you to stay far away from him.’ 
 ‘But you say this about everyone Abba. Anyway he mistook me for a shop girl. Reshma had 
gone to get my wares from the store and her father was not in today. So the shop was empty 
and I thought of looking at the ledger just to see what everyone is buying nowadays when he 
came in. He was very haughty Father and ordered me about. I had to unroll swathes of silk 
for him knowing that there was never any possibility of my getting them rolled up again 
simply because he was looking so stern.’ 
 
‘But why did you not tell him who you were?’ her father demanded in consternation. 
‘I like a little bit of role play sometimes Abba, it was just playacting. I didn’t mind, it was fun 
fooling him.’ 
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‘But he might be embarrassed the next time he sees you.’ 
Arjumand paid no heed. ‘He was very exacting Father. He said none of the materials were 
fine enough. I had to take off my ring, the one which mother gave me and try to make the silk 
go through it.’ 
‘Did you manage?’ 
‘No, he left without buying anything.’ 
Her father erupted in a roar of laughter. ‘Now what does that say about your skills!’ 
The servant girls holding the peacock punkah’s allowed themselves to smile and Arjumand 
listlessly fingered her necklace of beads. 
                                                                     * 
At the royal durbar Prince Khurram had been appointed as heir apparent by the Emperor 
Jehanagir and there were to be celebrations in the evening. All the noblewomen including 
Arjumand were invited. Her father Abul Hasan Asif Khan was Empress Nur Jahan’s elder 
brother and was full of news of the afternoon’s appointment. He encouraged his daughter to 
attend the evening’s festivities despite her demurrals that she was shy in large gatherings.  
         
Finally, curiousity won over and she agreed to go. When her father went to pay his 
compliments Arjumand couldn’t restrain herself from going along with him. The Prince’s 
confusion was worth beholding, he looked very perturbed – Arjumand on the other hand had 
a sparkle in her eye when she spoke to him and a smile in her voice. This was how it started. 
        
 
130 
 
The Prince seemed entranced by her and couldn’t stop looking at her throughout the evening. 
When he approached her wanting to apologise for his behavior; ‘I knew someone so beautiful 
could not be a shop girl’ Arjumand who did indeed look quite nice when dressed up, laughed 
in his face and said, ‘I think you are under the influence of drink.’ 
 
He had been drinking a bit but at this rebuff sobered up and did not look at her again. At the 
end of the evening when she was about to go, he sat at the opposite end of the room drinking 
ostentatiously from a tumbler of lime juice. 
 
She was taking her leave of the Empress, her aunt and then the Prince couldn’t see her 
anymore. He took a turn about the room trying to locate her but was unsuccessful. After a 
while he came back to sit by his brothers. He picked up the tumbler again intending to finish 
off the lime water in irritation. At the bottom of the tumbler he was startled to find a ring. The 
ring of the girl in the shop. A truce. 
He smiled to himself as he pocketed the ring and thought thoughts of conquest. 
* 
Arjumand was beginning to get worried. There was an errand boy who was assigned to her in 
her father’s house. His duties were: to wait on her in the afternoons, when most of the servants 
of the household took a short rest, and to bring her tumblers of shikanji if she asked for it. She 
often felt hot in the afternoons and had some made. He was also to attend to any other errands 
she wanted done. On day he entered her room as she was undressing, it was an accident – he 
thought she had called for him. Any other person would have dismissed the boy immediately 
but the boy looked ready to cry at losing his livelihood so she excused him. But nowadays he 
was becoming more brazen. Whenever he sensed that she was changing her clothes, he could 
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make out the rustle of the clothes no doubt, he would hover outside as if ready to break in any 
moment. 
 
Today he bought her a letter. It had come from the Palace guard who was waiting outside for 
her thumbprint on a piece of paper as proof of receipt. The envelope bore the royal insignia.  
 
She thought she knew instinctively who the letter was from and she felt such an intense knot 
of anticipation in the pit of her stomach, that it was almost close to fear. 
 
He had a hunting lodge far away from the palace grounds and he wanted to meet her there. 
He would send one of his servant girls to her house at dusk so that she could be escorted safely 
to the lodge. You need not worry he had written if she squeals she would be punished with 
death. 
                                                                        *                                                                   
The hunting lodge had a small garden of manicured shrubbery and marble slabs to sit on. This 
was where the servant girl led her and left her. Arjumand shivered in the cool air of night 
wondering where the Prince was, the marble slab was too cold to sit on. She need not have 
worried as Khurram was already inside the royal dak khana lighting the candles. He came 
softly behind Arjumand and unclasped the chains of beads and amulets from around her neck, 
they fell silently on the ground and Arjumand was too afraid to move.  
           
He bent down to unclasp her anklets and then took her hand and led her into the house. She 
was rigid with fear and could not even tremble. Her legs threatened to give way under her. 
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Soon she felt the fabric of a Turkish rug beneath her back, and gentle kisses like the brushing 
of a butterfly’s wings against her skin. Far into the night. 
 
Arjumand had to let out her secret and confide in somebody.  Nur Jahan who was Khurram’s 
step mother had a daughter from her first marriage, Ladli Begum. She was Arjumand’s great 
friend. Arjumand told her father that she was going out to meet Ladli. At the royal zenana she 
had to try to peer through the bamboo screens before the servants recognized her and let her 
in.  
 
Over there she found Ladli in a state of unaccountable excitement. It turned out that she was 
to be engaged to her step brother and become the next Empress of Hindustan, like her mother 
before her. 
 
Scent was considered to be food for the soul by the Mughals and the appreciation of scent 
was a matter of great connoisseurship. Ladli was laying out her newly acquired bottles before 
her cousin, showing them off   
         
‘It won’t be illicit, there are no ties of blood between us,’ she said, noticing Arjumand’s 
shocked expression and mistaking the cause of it. 
        
A bowl full of homegrown jamuns was bought for the women and Ladli chatted away happily, 
before remembering to ask her, ‘What was it that you wanted to speak to me about? Arjumand 
shook her head, holding back her tears. 
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But things did not pan out as planned for Ladli either: events in the wider world interfered. 
The Emperor Jehangir had decided to give Khurram’s hand to the Princess of Khandahar. 
That Persian state which was under Mughal rule was becoming a hotbed of political unrest. 
Public rioting had occurred at the unwanted Mughal yoke and to still the public yoke the 
Emperor had come upon this solution. The puppet rulers of Khandahar, having no real 
independence had of course agreed to this elevation and Jehangir hoped that in time the 
commoners would be pacified by this arrangement.                                                             
          
Khurram’s wedding took place after another three months and Arjumand who felt that she 
had lost her honour to a man she did not belong to was most disconsolate. Since the night at 
the dak khana he had not instigated another meeting nor had he written to her. Arjumand who 
felt that she had been duped by the flowery protestations in the first letter nevertheless re read 
it at every available opportunity, it helped lessen her anguish.  
         
On the day of the wedding which she was not attending due to actual ill health and a slight 
fever a letter finally arrived. It was bought by the Palace Guard when she was sprinkling seeds 
in the garden for the pigeons and filling the large bowl from which they drank water. 
         
She opened the letter to find a short scrawled message. The substance of the letter was that 
the Shehzade’s heart was still hers and that, having done his duty to his father by agreeing to 
this liaison, he would soon be free to marry her.  
         
Arjumand who could hardly stand due to the emotional fatigue of the past months now found 
her legs giving way due to the unexpectedness of this news. Because of his long silence she 
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had given up hope for anything of this kind and now she wept with relief leaning against a 
pillar on the verandah.   
 
  
The others came back to find Arjumand having bathed, combed her hair and sitting on the 
divan looking a little better. They gave news of a large feast, large platters of roast chicken 
and fried cauliflower, cottage cheese dipped in turmeric and saffron, kulfi with mangoes and 
kheer with almonds and pistachios. 
           
Arjumand’s mother started instructing the cook asking her whether she could replicate some 
of the dishes of the wedding in their own household? 
           
At night when climbing into bed Arjumand recalled that the first time she met Khurram at the 
bead shop, he had frowned at her but she had had a premonition that she was setting eyes on 
the man who was intended for her in this life. She burnt the letter to cinders with a candle, 
since she considered it unlucky to have it lying around for all to see, and watched the splendor 
of the stars. 
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Set  Three 
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NINE DAYS OF SUMMER 
 
My sister Aradhna was found lying in a pool of blood on the terrace. The servant girl who 
had gone to collect the chillies drying on the terrace saw the body and her screams splintered 
the air bringing Auntie Kaul, Duggu bhaiya and grandmother to the terrace. 
 
Grandmother was the last to arrive. She came hobbling and groaning with the effort of the 
stairs. She could not see the body at first, Auntie Kaul put her hands on my grandmother’s 
eyes and didn’t let go even when grandmother protested. They were both about to fall 
backwards when Duggu bhaiya told them to stop it. 
 
In the ensuing days the police frequented our house which had suddenly become the center of 
attraction for the entire colony. Everyone came at all hours of the day, ostensibly seeking to 
offer support, but I thought that they seemed to enjoy themselves. The grisliness of the death 
was both shocking and titillating for everyone and they could not stop themselves from 
dwelling on the sensational aspects of the murder. 
 
It was murder all right for she had been stabbed thrice in her stomach though no weapon had 
been found yet. Mother was so upset that she went into something like a coma. She spoke to 
no one, responded to no one and was still as stone when Auntie Kaul slapped her a few times 
and shook her to get a reaction out of her. Everyone began to be less bothered about being 
hounded by the police and more concerned about mother who looked like those undead in the 
horror movies that my brother saw sometimes. Those zombies with their glazed eyes and 
terror inspiring ways. 
 
The Police asked me whether anyone had an enmity with my sister. Anyone who possessed a 
reason to kill her. A motive. I wanted to say something. A murder does not depend upon 
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motive it depends upon lack of moral fiber. A person who has character would never resort 
to killing even if he possessed such a motive. Whereas many murders are done where the 
motive is as fine as a needle but that does not mean that it wouldn’t impel a person to murder. 
Some people get prickly at the slightest of things and get violent as if by some inner 
compulsion. It all depends upon character.  
 
But all this is very difficult to explain to the Police. Even I who am a student of philosophy 
and fond of such discussions could not begin to explain. I sighed and shook my head 
pretending to be too grieved to speak. They pestered further and I found that I had to speak. 
But I could not tell them what everyone else was saying that Aradhna was the sweetest girl, 
and no one could have had bad blood with her. Who could have wanted to kill her?  
 
I decided to speak the truth. ‘There are many people,’ I said. Himesh her ex-boyfriend whom 
she had spurned a few weeks ago and who had become vengeful, taking on the garb of a jilted 
lover. He had shouted curses at her one evening at the bus stop. We had been standing in the 
rain, and on the opposite side of the road he had shouted that he could see her breasts through 
her translucent t shirt and that she did it deliberately as she was a – The inspector nodded 
trying to tell me that he understood my meaning. ‘And then there was Duggu our very own 
brother who had had a fight with her,’ I continued. He had been carrying on with the 
maidservant and when Aradhna threatened to tell Uncle Vishesh, Auntie Kaul’s husband, 
Duggu had said in my hearing I will kill you if you dare do that. 
 
Then there was Uncle Vishesh himself who after our father died, after a long and a prolonged 
battle with cancer, was filled with resentment against Aradhna. Father in the will had left 
everything, a lion’s share to Aradhna and mother, and nothing to him. In fact even Duggu and 
I were considered too feckless to have much of our own; Aradhna the scholarship student with 
her straight A’s had always been the apple of his eyes.  
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Uncle Vishesh deeply resented not being left anything and had been quite vocal about it. He 
had spoken of it in a loud voice in grandmother’s room and everyone in the house must have 
heard. I certainly did. Aradhna had only been the favourite with our mother and Auntie Kaul 
not with everyone as the myths surrounding her suggested. 
 
‘I can think of more,’ I said as the police man stared at me horrified. Grandmother interrupted 
the silence; ‘She was luminous my grand-daughter, she was born when spica, the brightest 
star in the sky was rising on the horizon – she was born when chitra was ascending. That was 
her lagna.’ Grandmother knew a lot about astrology and took every opportunity to show it off 
to others.  
 
I rolled my eyes and slunk off to my room. The river was visible from my window, a blue 
ribbon on the landscape, it was deep enough to have secrets and I stared at it wondering 
whether it would ever yield them.  
 
The night was fretful and I woke up agitatedly many times. In the morning the rumpled sheets 
were evidence of the nightly battles in my dreams. It could have been that nightmares had 
plagued me because I had already shifted all of Aradhna’s clothes into my cupboard. 
Something that I should not have done so soon.  Or it could have been that I was worried 
about whether I was going to be the person killed next, and when would that be, like in a 
book.  
 
I looked at the cupboard and thought it is true what they say. In this world, the takers eat better 
but do not sleep as well. 
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Day 1 
The next morning my summer vacations started and I was free of college for the next two 
months. We had a family friend called Uncle Das who was to take both of us, me and Aradhna 
to Goa. With Aradhna’s death this plan was delayed. ‘We have to let at least two months 
pass,’ Uncle Das’s daughter Alia said. ‘Perhaps we could go the last week of our summer 
break rather than the first,’ she suggested. I held my cellphone close to my ear. 
 
After tidying up my room I went into the kitchen to peel potatoes where I was told by the 
maidservant; a slip of a girl with coarse hair and a wagging tongue, that Himesh had been 
arrested.  
 
Nothing else happened the rest of the day. I was busy with housework and in the evening I 
saw television: some residents of a remote village were being given free laptops by the 
government. ‘The government only remembers to do these things before the elections,’ my 
grandmother said. I didn’t reply, I was irritated with her for something, probably for having 
given me so many chores throughout the day, or something from yesterday, I couldn’t 
remember what exactly. 
 
When it was time to go to bed I switched off the lights in my room and tried to wrench the 
wallpaper off the wall. It was a pattern of roses, with green tendrils surrounding them. The 
red of the roses reminded me of blood and I tried to peel them all away, wherever the roses 
were to be found. 
 
Day 2  
 
Uncle Vishesh was exonerated of suspicion. He wasn’t even there in the house when the 
murder took place. ‘He could have arranged for it to be an outside job,’ I mouthed to the 
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constable who used to accompany the Inspector and had become kind of friends with me. 
‘There is no sign of a forced entry. It must have been someone known to your sister,’ he said. 
 
I wanted to sit on the terrace; I told my grandmother who shook her head. I wanted to dry my 
hair, I said and the sun is the brightest there. It couldn’t be helped now that it was also the 
place where Aradhana had been found. Mother came out of the courtyard looking more 
haggard than I had ever seen her before and shouted in an eerily shrill and dry voice, ‘No, no 
one will go up there.’ 
 
The Inspector was looking at me curiously. ‘I am not frightened of death,’ I said. ‘I don’t want 
to be scared of it,’ I said in a robust voice.  
 
Alia came to visit me. She came all ashen and shaken and full of condolences. But she perked 
up when we started discussing our holiday plans, delayed but definitely still on. We, I and 
Alia still had the capacity to take joy in things and look forward to plans in a way that my 
mother had lost. We were not behaving like her, all her movements like a robot and her face 
dazed. And neither were we like Auntie Kaul crying in the middle of giving household 
instructions and constantly sniveling into our handkerchiefs. 
 
Alia wanted to play detective. She thought that we could do a better job than the police since 
we knew after all who my sister’s enemies were, and which were her favourite haunts. We 
could collect clues and bring my sister’s murderer to justice. 
 
We should start with the terrace, she said. ‘Mother, I want the keys to the terrace,’ I told her 
at which she gave a wild cry and put her head in her hands. Grandmother started talking about 
calling a doctor for her. 
 
 
141 
 
On the terrace we did not find anything very notable. Blood stains which had splattered on 
the wall next to where the body had, lain that’s all. On the way down Alia said that she wanted 
to borrow a dress of mine for a wedding she was to attend in the next town this weekend. 
Which dress? I asked. The one you look very nice in, the light pink saree with silver sequins 
stitched onto it. 
  
‘I got tired of it. I threw it into the river,’ I said and walked into my room shutting the door. 
 
Alia looked shocked for a minute before recovering herself. ‘You could just have said that 
you didn’t want to lend it,’ she whined before going into the courtyard to hand over the terrace 
keys to grandmother. 
 
Day 3 
 
We decided to play hopscotch near the temple compound. I had to escort grandmother for her 
morning prayers to the temple but Duggu came to take her back after she was done so I was 
left free. I called Alia on the cell phone and we made plans for an excursion into the market. 
There were bangles she wanted to buy for the wedding and aloo chaat that she wanted to eat. 
 
I listlessly sat under a tree and waited for her. By the time she arrived the heat had got to her 
too and both of us sat under the tree drinking a cola that she had bought from a vendor nearby. 
She took out a chalk from her pocket and drew on the gravel hoping to prod me out of my 
sullen silence. It was then she said, ‘Father is awfully cut up about your sister’s death. He was 
nearly crying yesterday and he has given up any attempt to run for the local elections this 
year. I heard him talking on the phone postponing the elections to next year. He was terribly 
fond of your sister, I heard him explaining to mother that she was like a daughter to him.’ 
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I felt a sudden stab of pain in my chest. I had to sit down to recover my breath. Alia put her 
hands to her cheeks and came forward with the cola pouring it into a plastic cup. ‘Poor you,’ 
she said. ‘You walk about looking so calm and collected I forget how you must be missing 
her too. After all you used to spend all your time together.’ 
 
When I came back home I found mother giving Aradhna’s clothes away to charity. She must 
have taken them out of my cupboard. All those fashionable clothes which had looked so nice 
on my sister. When she saw me she said that she could not bear to see them and be reminded 
of the daughter she had lost so she was giving them away.  
 
Day 4 
 
Alia called today. She wanted to enquire how I was and to invite me to her house for the 
evening meal. She said she had already asked my mother who had assented and said that it 
would do me good to get out of the house. ‘I can cook chicken curry with steamed rice,’ Alia 
encouraged but I demurred wanting to be alone with my dark thoughts. 
 
I remembered the last time I had had chicken at their house. It was at Uncle Das’s birthday 
party. He had a barbecue grill to roast chicken and paneer on. I went to the kitchen to get 
some samosas for my mother and found two cooks hard at work. One was slicing and dicing 
vegetables with a small knife and the other was carving a giant chicken. 
 
At dusk the evening chants at the temple commenced. Before the starting of prayers the bells 
were rung thunderously: to create the appropriate mood or perhaps simply to call out to the 
God who doesn’t listen, to the God who doesn’t see – to call out for his attention. The sounds 
floated in through my half open window.  
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The tolling seemed ominous, more menacing with every passing second. I dunked my head 
under a pillow and screamed inside my head can I get some peace and quiet? 
Grandmother called me to dinner. I poked at my fingertip with the edge of the knife only to 
gauge how it would feel, the tip of a knife against one’s skin. 
 
Day 5 
 
Today, Duggu and the maidservant were found up to no good in the store room. Duggu was 
supposed to help her unload all the mattresses and quilts from the top shelf and spread them 
out for an airing but they took so long and grandmother heard not a sound out of them that 
she got suspicious. She found the maidservant with the buttons of her blouse all undone and 
her skirt hitched up to her knees. Grandmother was outraged and tried beating them with her 
stick, except that she doubled over without the support of her walking cane and Auntie Kaul 
who was entering the house with the groceries just at that very moment thought grandmother 
was having a heart attack and went into a flurry. In short the house was in an uproar and 
though mother, who walks about like nothing would affect her ever anymore, was unfazed 
everyone else’s nerves were jangling and even I was forced to come out of my room. 
 
In the absence of Uncle Vishesh to impose order everything was in a sorry state. He was 
always out of the house, especially since it had become a house of mourning, either on 
business or to his mistress. Auntie Kaul who had always got on so well with Aradhna was 
feeling the pinch of her absence terribly. Mother was not interested in the world anymore, and 
only Grandmother was left to give voice to the shame that Duggu had brought upon the 
family’s honour. She beat at Duggu’s chest with her hands and when he flung her away, she 
proceeded to pull the maid’s hair. With mother looking so vacant-eyed as if she didn’t 
understand what was going on around her, and Auntie Kaul crying into her dupatta; only I 
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was left to rush into the fray and separate grandmother and the maidservant. ‘Shame dadi, 
what are you doing? Control yourself,’ I said admonishing her. 
 
Duggu announced that he would marry the maid and make an honourable woman out of her. 
Which was ridiculous as Duggu was only eighteen. He was two years older than me and had 
been a year younger to Aradhna when she was alive. He was not even a graduate yet and 
would not get a well-paying job to support himself let alone a family without finishing college. 
I laughed out loud, I just couldn’t help it at which Duggu glared at me and said, ‘You’d better 
be careful.’ 
 
This emphasis on the first syllable I could not comprehend but it put me in a bad mood for 
the rest of the day and my fingers trembled as I shelled peas and shook them out of the pod. 
 
Day 6 
 
There were reports of Himesh being beaten black and blue in the jail – in order to extract a 
confession out of him. Mother does not believe that he has done it, as he loved Aradhna too 
much for that. ‘He could have planned it, he was vindictive enough for that but not carried it 
through once before her.’ He had a soft spot for her right up till the very end, mother says. I 
did not know mother was such a romantic and so gullible! She suspects Duggu perhaps, as I 
have seen her looking at him in a shrewd and appraising way since yesterday’s events. If there 
was one good thing that came out of yesterday’s commotion it was this – mother seems on 
the road to recovery. She did some light housework today and seemed to exert some authority 
on the household. She set Duggu to work repairing the invertor which supplies light to the 
household in case of a power cut, and hovered around him, correcting his efforts and trying 
to ensure that he did the job well.  
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Alia called up to say that very interesting things were going on at her household. Her mother 
remains in a furious temper nowadays and Alia keeps on the top floor, well out of her way. 
Yesterday her mother shook her newborn child so hard that Alia had to quote shaken baby 
syndrome out of her science textbook to her. ‘Parents are always on edge with a new baby,’ I 
muttered into the telephone. ‘Yes, but this is different. She is getting excessive nowadays. 
Yesterday she hurled the tools at the gardener who was trying to repair the garden swing only 
because he was not working fast enough. She keeps on complaining about being put upon, 
despite her having all the modern conveniences that father can provide. She flung a wad of 
cash at father’s face. He had given it to her telling her that she could get the chiffon materials 
and get dresses tailored – she had had her eyes on them for a very long time and she flung the 
money back telling him that she did not want his money and that no one in the house paid any 
attention to her anymore. Whatever can she mean?’ 
 
I commiserated as was appropriate and then Alia said, ‘She even dismissed the cook. She says 
the cook has been stealing cutlery from right under her nose.’ 
 
‘Look Alia I’ve got to go, I think I can hear my name being called out,’ I said and rang off. 
 
Day 7 
 
I went to buy some sanitary napkins at the kiosk which sells magazines and tobacco too but 
the tobacconist kept on giving me strange looks. I went home and complained to mother. 
 
Duggu is working as a clerk in one of the offices. It is only a part time job which he always 
had but he thinks he will soon be made permanent. He hasn’t officially withdrawn from the 
college yet but he has moved out of the house permanently and lives in a loft above the 
tobacconist now. 
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The maidservant who is obviously no longer in our employ, we have heard goes to visit him 
frequently. I suspect it only happens in books but I hope he doesn’t pay his electricity bill, 
makes do with candles when the power supply is cut and one of the candles overturns burning 
them both in bed. Is it a sin to think so of one’s brother? 
 
I do not think I can afford to sin any more. 
 
 
Day 8  
 
Today mother gave herself up. She went to the police station and surrendered herself. She 
said I killed my daughter and asked that the case be closed. I was drying my hair on the terrace 
and did not see her going out. When I came down at noon, the sun having become too hot 
Auntie Kaul was being told the news by the Inspector who was explaining bail procedures. I 
lay sprawled on the ground and groaned for tears which would not flow. In a second I had 
become motherless.                                             
 
Day 9 
 
Today I laced my food with rat poison. I cooked mutton and mushrooms and added rat poison 
in the dish. I have not tasted it yet, it is warming on the gas – but I will eat it and so be free of 
the load upon my heart. Maybe I would reach calmness, radiate calm as Aradhna once did. 
But that would not be possible for me in this corrupt flesh, this mortal incarnation. 
 
I guess you all know by now that I killed my sister. I killed her the day of Uncle Das’s 
birthday. The birthday party that she did not attend because she was disgusted by his advances 
and wanted to avoid any repetition of them. I had been wearing my silver sequined 
watermelon coloured saree that day and he had complimented me. In fact he had been flirting 
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with me almost all evening especially when I was alone preparing the table for the tambola 
game that was to be held. He had started this tactic of flirting with me because he wanted to 
get a reaction out of my sister very recently. She did not seem to be much affected but I loved 
basking in his lavish attentions, in the glow of his person. He was a handsome man for his 
age of forty, and had married very young to have a daughter my age and as my classmate. I 
did not hold his marrying young against him. Nor did I ever see him as a father figure. After 
all he did not think of Aradhana as his daughter either, despite whatever he told his wife when 
he was grieving for her. The fact that he was pitting me up as Aradhna’s rival showed that he 
did not think of me as a daughter. He was also charismatic and masterful, and these were the 
only things that mattered to me. Aradhna used to say that he did not have a character – it was 
all smooth talk and manners but hollow inside. But I did not mind that. Who was I to peer 
inside his heart and look for traces of integrity? Aradhna had said that traces of character are 
blatantly evident in the people who have it. Why is he so famous and respected then? I had 
asked. Because he is worldly wise and powerful; and people fear him and think he could be 
of use and thus everyone wants to cultivate his acquaintance. People have no use for character 
nowadays, she had shaken her head. I never understood my sister less than at that time and 
never hated her more for being so high and mighty as if above us all. ‘And in personal 
relations, he will only be utilitarian with no regard for you but only for himself,’ she had 
continued in a softer tone. He will not have me, not until you are there and he has his heart 
set on you I had thought bitterly but refrained from speaking as she was looking at me with 
such tenderness that I had to turn my face away.  
 
He had tugged at my saree at the party and pulled me towards him, showing some of the same 
passion that he always showed Aradhna even when I was around. Today behind her back he 
was inviting me to take her place it felt. He kept on looking towards Renu, Aradhna’s friend 
triumphantly as if wanting her to take note. I hoped and prayed that it wasn’t a continuation 
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of trying to break through my sister’s impassiveness, that he wasn’t grying to use me for that 
anymore and that if Aradhna was not around like she wasn’t this evening he could be mine.  
 
In any case whatever his reasons by the end of the evening I was intoxicated by him and 
resolved that I would stamp out of my path anyone standing between me and my rightful 
share. 
 
I made my excuses to my mother. ‘Time of the month,’ I said and hurried out. ‘Tell them if 
anyone asks that I’m just with Alia.’ And I was with Alia who dropped me home halfway till 
the square. Later no one thought to ask me. Everyone thought that Himesh, who had in 
preceding days asked repeatedly if he could see her: finding her alone for once couldn’t 
believe his luck, tried having a discussion which got out of hand ended up in a quarrel between 
them and in a rage of possessiveness he killed her. No one thought that I did anything but 
sleep once I got home even if I did arrive a bit earlier than the others. And that’s what I told 
the police, that I took a bath and went off to sleep. No, my sister did not come out to greet 
me, the lights were on in her room but the door was shut, I took the lack of noise to mean that 
she was asleep. I took a bath and went off to sleep.  
 
My sister had been watering the plants on the terrace with a hose when I went up to meet her. 
She was in her night pajamas looking like a slattern while I was the beautiful one in the 
shimmering saree. She came towards me with her arms outstretched asking me if I had a nice 
evening and I stabbed her with the kitchen knife I had stolen from Uncle Das’s kitchen. She 
did not fall down dead at once though she did fall down clutching her stomach. So I propped 
her up again and stabbed her twice more before she slumped over my shoulder. 
 
I removed all the traces of fingerprints with a cloth I was carrying in my purse but there was 
blood on my clothes. I bundled up the offensive items, hid them in the laundry basket, changed 
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into my pajamas and went off to sleep. The household came in only fifteen minutes after me 
and when they peeped into my room they found me peacefully sleeping. No one checked 
Aradhna, it was not their custom to. She had been an early sleeper and didn’t have dinner with 
us whenever we dined late. She would drink milk, eat some fruit and retire early.  
 
In the morning at the crack of dawn I changed into my running trousers and went jogging as 
I did sometimes in the week. ‘All that food I ate yesterday,’ I told grandmother who was also 
an early riser and was shuffling around gathering her bath towel. I was careful and she didn’t 
see me carry a small backpack. I jogged to the river and once there I took the small rickety 
boat we used to row when young on our picnics by the river and rowed onto the middle of the 
lake. No one but the tobacco supplier, who was Duggu’s friend and who was cycling to his 
shop saw me row out to the river. There I let the carving knife wrapped in my saree sink to 
the bottom. 
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A CLOUD OF SMOKE 
 
He had duped me and ditched me and instead of exhibiting signs of remorse was busy 
celebrating the birth of his newborn. A baby shower, and now his son’s first birthday. How 
had this son even been born? He had claimed, when he first asked me whether I would like to 
go for a walk in the country, that he hadn’t touched his wife in two years. 
 
I had accepted his offer because he seemed kind and sociable, and willing to overlook my 
faults. He did not mind my curt replies, or find me ill-natured as did some of the teachers at 
the school at which I had taken up the post of an English teacher a month back. I did not have 
to be anything other than myself with him and that was a relief. 
 
My disagreeableness fully neutralized by his winning manner, made our walk on the whole 
an enjoyable one. He pointed out the names of the wildflowers, guessing correctly that since 
I had lived in the city all my life I wouldn’t know any. He picked some of the flowers, 
bunching them together like a bouquet and offered them to me. We were in the middle of a 
cross-plough land trek when it started raining. Soon rivulets of water were streaming between 
the clods of earth in the newly turned field. He knew a pub a little way off, and said it was 
only a five minute walk but I was seduced by a little wood, a small cluster of scrub oak trees 
at the edge of the field. ‘It’s best to shelter there,’ I said, pointing at the trees growing close 
together.  
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He was amenable to the suggestion and we made our way half running to the grove of trees, 
which was just as I had imagined, a canopy of branches interlocked together, a deep well of 
peace. We took off each other’s clothes and he spread his overcoat on the ground. I lay down 
on it. The drops from the leafy branches fell on my face causing me to blink and then on his 
head, rolling off the edge of his ears when he covered me. That is what I focused on when I 
felt as if I was taken out of myself. This is what I still remember the most. 
 
Later we went to the pub and he was sneezing. He had caught a cold. We ordered two cups of 
coffee spiked with brandy, and he stroked my thigh telling me that he was feeling this way 
about a woman after a long time. Then we held hands under the table and I told him that this 
was just a one off for me. I did not intend to carry this on as he was married. I said we could 
see if we had a future when he was divorced. 
 
But a few days later I found him knocking the door of my classroom. I had stayed back in the 
afternoon to correct some notebooks and was planning to go home in the van which would 
carry the cricketers back. ‘Your students are still practicing,’ he said, gesturing through the 
open window. ‘It’s not my class,’ I said, ‘But yes I’m waiting for them to finish.’ 
 
The janitor came in to say that he was done sweeping the floors and we heard him put the 
mop and pail in the cupboard in the hallway. The children could see through the windows of 
the classroom and so we went out in the hallway. From there it was only a few steps to the 
cupboard. It smelt of chemicals and it was acutely uncomfortable to sit at the edge of a shelf, 
but we wrapped our limbs around each other and forgot the world. It was that afternoon that 
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I decided to become his mistress. He saw me twice, sometimes even thrice a week from then 
on and was planning to leave his wife. 
 
I began to have doubts when he stood me up for our six month anniversary. I was waiting at 
the pub for him, we were supposed to go to my place for a candlelit dinner, but he didn’t turn 
up. No phone call explaining his absence even in the weeks that followed. It was only by 
accident that I found out (while we were rehearsing for the play that was to be put up on 
Halloween) that his wife, a stout stocky woman (with a double chin) whom he claimed he had 
only married because he needed an extra farm hand – that wife had been pregnant all these 
months, and that she had just given birth last month. 
 
So that was why he chose me, I thought to myself and sagged into a chair. The carved pumpkin 
I was holding in my hands, had its lips parted in a grotesque smile. He was laughing at me. I 
threw it across the floor, startling the teachers. They turned around in their chairs and looked 
at me. They had been talking in lowered voices, their heads huddled together, their chairs 
close together. Absorbed in their conversation they had not noticed when I had entered the 
room. They looked at me pityingly, which I could not bear. I had never seen his wife or her 
bloated stomach, they lived on one of the farms a little way away from the village proper and 
unlike some people who would drive out to the farms to get their milk when they had run out 
of it, I had mine delivered to my door by the milkman every morning. 
 
The next few months were wretched for me. I was waspish with the students in class, cried 
myself to sleep every evening, and drank wine in the evening, alone and unattended. I avoided 
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going to the pub with my fellow teachers because I wanted to wallow in my pain and also 
because I did not want people to be onlookers to my defeat. 
 
It was when the invitation to his son’s first birthday arrived in my inbox that I finally snapped. 
They were holding a grand celebration. He was a proud parent, and a joyous one and was not 
hesitating in showing it to the world. Everybody on the neighbouring farms, and nearly 
everybody living in the village was invited. This pink card it its silver lettering was like acid 
to my wounds. I burnt it in slow motion over a scented candle in my dining room. The same 
one which was to be used at our dinner, the one he didn’t arrive for, the one which was 
supposed to celebrate six months of our having been together. 
 
I put the match box in my pocket and drove out to their farm. The farmhouse was a low, two 
storied building, with a stable on the side and outhouses at the back. The horses were standing 
sleepily, their heads lolling down and a woman was walking away from the pig trough towards 
the house. Dusk was falling and a lean, pale faced youth who was smoking a cigarette in front 
of the neighbours also turned to go inside his house. Some bunting was strewn on the ground. 
It was in preparation for the party the day after no doubt. I had not been entirely certain what 
I meant to do. I had simply thought that I would drive past and satiate my curiousity. But these 
streamers and these balloons aggravated me so much. I could not bear that he be happy after 
having destroyed my life with his cold, uncaring and callous ways. I slowed the car and stuck 
four matches against the matchbox in succession, throwing them one after the other at the pile 
of hay left in the front yard very close to the fence and the road. I did not even have to stop 
the car properly, I simply had to slow down.  
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At the end of the lane I glanced at the rearview mirror and saw a small conflagration. It was 
the hay catching fire.  
 
That night I couldn’t sleep. It felt as if someone was choking me. Smoke in my throat. I woke 
up from dreams in which black billowing clouds of smoke approached my car as I drove down 
a country road and engulfed me. I would wake up to sweaty sheets and clammy palms. I went 
into the kitchen to see whether I had left the gas on but everything was alright. I came up and 
opened the windows of my room, but the sensation did not go away. I felt as if I was drowning 
in smoke. 
 
The next morning I heard at the school that the Hamptons’ baby boy had died. ‘Apparently 
the baby was sleeping in his pram near a haystack. His mother had put him there because she 
was doing some chores in the farmyard and wanted to keep an eye on him. She went into the 
kitchen for a minute to make him some porridge and when she came out she saw the hay on 
fire and the pram too. She beat at the baby’s clothes to put out the fire but he was already 
badly burnt and her hands got burnt too. David drove them to the hospital as fast as he could 
but it was too late. The baby was pronounced dead on arrival. Pamela is still being kept there 
on sedatives,’ I was told by Miss Crawford in the staffroom. I was horrified. ‘How negligent 
of the mother to leave the child alone,’ I said indignantly. Miss Crawford looked at me in a 
curious peering manner and then scuttled away. Later I saw her whispering something about 
me to the other teachers.  
 
I was at first remorseful. I had only intended to cause some pecuniary damage. I had not 
intended to hurt his child. But then I found that I did not feel as sorry as I had expected to 
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feel. My predominant feeling was that of relief. How could I be expected to feel sad at the 
death of a person I did not even know? Who had done nothing for me, who meant nothing to 
me. In fact it was not even a full-fledged person, whom these people were crying about. All 
this fuss simply about a baby. As if one could never produce another. If he was an adult with 
a lovable personality. A possessor of fine personal attributes. A gracious manner like his 
father. Such a person I could admire. I could even grieve if someone like this died, but this 
was simply a baby. 
 
All he would have done, if allowed to continue his existence, would have been to eradicate 
the slight remaining possibility of David’s return. He would have bound the husband and wife 
closer together. I could not grieve for the death of one who would have played such a role in 
my life – that of wrenching David and me further apart. I admitted to myself joyfully that 
David would not want a wife with burnt hands. And now with the baby also gone, who else 
but me to provide another and to help out at the farm? 
 
After school I drove out to the farm. The Police had marked it out as a crime scene and were 
investigating arson. The neighbours had collected around David who had come to the house 
to collect some of his wife’s things. I guessed that he would have forced my fellow 
schoolteachers, many of whom had schoolgirl crushes on him, to keep vigil over his wife and 
see to her comfort, during his absence from the hospital. I knew I would not be able to express 
my condolences with all these people present so I decided to talk to the neighbour’s daughter 
whom I spied at a distance. She was sitting on a footstool and milking a cow. I climbed the 
fence as the rusty gate wouldn’t open and made my way across the pasture to her. I had noticed 
her wiping her eyes with her sleeve. She was crying and I knew that it is easiest to elicit 
information from people in tears.  
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She told me that the Police had arrested her brother. Her father had had a longstanding feud 
with the Hamptons over some land and the Police considered this as motive. And they 
suspected her brother if not of deliberate arson, then certainly of criminal negligence. He was 
in the habit of smoking his cigarettes out in the front, near the road and could have accidently 
flicked his cigarette at the haystacks not noticing that it was still alight. Billy would never do 
that, her family had protested but they had taken him away in their car for questioning at the 
station. 
 
I expressed the appropriate words of commiseration and patted her arm. Then I made my way 
back to David who now had only two people standing beside him, the Police having had 
dispersed the others away. I could have leapt for joy, my heart was so light, I could have 
swooned among these dancing buttercups and rolled in the grass. If nobody had come forward 
with the information about me having had driven past yesterday evening, then that meant 
nobody saw me. It was an inadvertent but perfect crime. It had solved all my problems and it 
could not even be traced back to me. The rest from now on I knew I could manage. A wife 
afflicted with bereavement herself would be in no position to offer consolation to David 
especially when she was in part culpable through her carelessness. He would have to look 
elsewhere for emotional nourishment and support. His wife’s hands might never heal, and he 
would certainly not want a cripple.  
 
 ‘How are you holding up?’ I asked David who had noticed me coming. He looked down at 
his feet. ‘I missed you,’ I said and that was when he started sobbing. Great heaving gulps. 
‘There, there,’ I said, and placed my hands on his cheeks. I took his head and put it on my 
shoulder. 
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CHANDENNAGAR 
 
Kavya had invited me to her grandparents bungalow in Chandennagar. I had very vivid 
memories of this grand house though I had only been here a few times when I was twelve, 
and never in the intervening years. My reluctance to visit the house was rather inexplicable 
considering that I had been a student at Calcutta University for the past three years and Kavya 
often wrote saying that I would be made very welcome were I to visit. 
          
It was a cool night, and the harsingar near the gate was in full bloom, its sweet fragrance 
rushing in through the car’s half-open windows. As we drove up to the house we saw that 
only one window was lit, the rest of the house was shrouded in darkness. This reminded me 
of the first time I had met Kavya. It was in a dark garden half lit by strobe lights. The lights 
were draped around the trees and glinted from bushes but the impression the large back garden 
gave was still that of being half lit. 
          
My father who was an upcoming lawyer in the Calcutta High Court had been invited to a 
wedding reception held at the house. Kavya’s grandfather had been a very prominent judge 
in his time. He had retired now but still had a large social circle, and memories of his 
celebrated career still hung about him. His youngest daughter had got married and this feast 
was given to mark the occasion. 
        
There had been dining tables with white starched sheets spread over them, and heavy platters 
of saffron and aniseed rice, meat curries, buttered lentils and bowls of spiced vegetables 
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arranged in a row. There were rotis baked in a tandoor, and ras malai and gulab jamuns. My 
mouth was watering and I went to the table where the ceramic plates, all separately wrapped 
in transparent polythene sheets  were stacked one over the other when I saw a young girl 
standing apart. She was wearing a pink frock, a silver hairband, two silver bangles and white 
socks with pink ribbons tied around them. I had never seen a child whose mother had dressed 
her with this much care and I immediately felt curious about her. 
         
She was gazing with intense concentration at an old man who was serving himself some food. 
He had a white cap on his head and was wearing a dhoti so was most probably from a village. 
They had also invited many of their village relatives. I could see them sitting in a small knot 
at one of the smaller tables on the side, I had identified them as villagers not only from their 
clothes but also from their rustic dialect and was feeling pleased with myself. So I approached 
the girl, who seemed to be little younger to me in age, expecting to strike common ground in 
censure of the ignorant country yokels. I pronounced a feeble hello, but it seemed as if she 
hadn’t heard. She was wearing silver eye shadow I noticed with fascination, and her eyes were 
large, and solemn and full of sadness. ‘That villager can’t eat properly. He hasn’t removed 
the plastic cover of the plate. Look, how his food keeps slipping.’ 
        
‘He doesn’t even know such a basic thing,’ I replied sniggering. She threw me a look full of 
disgust. ‘And is too timid to ask,’ I continued feeling perspicacious. She moved away from 
me and I started feeling contrite but stopped when I saw how unsure she was herself. She was 
wringing her hands. ‘Someone should tell him the right way, give him a fresh plate else he 
won’t be able to eat properly.’ She turned towards me again, in a dependant and helpless 
fashion and I started feeling all puffed up and dominant again. But a little contrite too under 
the spell of her liquid gaze. ‘No one else is helping him,’ she continued gazing about in 
 
159 
 
disbelief. ‘No one else is noticing even,’ she said. ‘Or haven’t they realized they should help 
him?’ she asked me, her eyes wide with the horror of that idea. She seemed to take a step 
towards that man in the spotless white dhoti, who really seemed quite shy and timid for he 
hadn’t looked up once in all this time, but then she faltered and gestured instead towards her 
uncle pointing him out in a hopeful fashion. ‘That’s my uncle in the brown coat over there. 
He shall know what to say to help that man,’ she asserted proudly and went off towards her 
uncle who was standing with some people, a little distance away. I saw the little girl tugging 
at his coat but the uncle, who had been pointed out so proudly, waved her away with his hand. 
I could see him pat her on the head, hear him say ‘wait a minute’ to her and continue his 
conversation with the people standing next to him. She stood behind him, waiting patiently, 
but I could see by then that this would lead nowhere so I went up to her and asked her if she 
wanted to eat some ice cream. ‘They have pistachio and butterscotch,’ I said pointing out the 
table where people were lining up for desserts. ‘I went to see a movie this afternoon,’ I said 
hoping to deflect her. ‘It was also about a wedding, the movie. It had Madhuri Dixit in it. Do 
you like her?’ 
        
‘She is my mother’s favourite actress,’ the little girl solemnly replied. 
        
‘Well, your frock resembles what she wore in the movie. It is the exact same colour and style,’ 
I said. The girl laughed delightedly, finally intrigued. 
* 
That is how Kavya and I became friends. She went away to boarding school not long after I 
first met her - but when she visited her grandparents in the holidays she would spend less time 
with them and more with me. She would enter my flat like a whirlwind, the movie star sense 
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of drama never left her, certain of the momentousness of her own visit, her individual glamour 
and sense of rebellion. We would go to the market wearing skirts which ended above our 
knees – this for the benefit of the boys, the gangly youths who stood in clusters near the liquor 
store – so that they could whistle at us and make us feel special. We would eat a cob of corn 
each, bought from the roadside vendor who would first rub the rind of an empty lemon against 
the corn and then sprinkle chilli powder over it. We would make loud lip smacking noises 
while he prepared the snack causing him to frown and shake his head. Sometimes we would 
eat bun-omelettes or jalebis from one of the other roadside vendors. 
        
Sometimes when it rained we stayed indoors. We would play carom. I was state champion 
and it was difficult for Kavya to hold her own against me in that game, so often she would 
grow bored and fidgety and decline to play. She would take up the newspaper while I 
continued to practise on my own. She would open the crime page and read aloud snippets 
from the paper – gory tales, accounts of misdeeds and mayhem. New-born babies found 
stashed under the local drain, put on the stove as punishment to stop them from weeping, a 
woman hanging herself from the lamppost in the market square while people on the streets 
walked past unbothered. After a while she would fling the newspaper on the carom board, 
wanting to claim my attention, forcing me to look up with an expression of protest. Let me 
finish the game, I would say but she would already be moving towards me. She would kiss 
my ear lobe and allow me to tousle her hair, would unbutton the front of my dress and press 
her mouth on mine. She would let me stroke her cheek and slowly with excruciating suspense 
would guide my hand up between her legs. 
         
After graduating in her ISC school-leaving examinations with stellar marks, she enrolled at a 
college in Delhi but after the first semester itself announced to a roomful of her relatives and 
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much general consternation that did not want to continue with her studies as she was not 
interested in a career. She had met someone she felt she would like to marry. A boy who had 
asked her very sweetly, she said. It turned out to be the scion of one of the prominent business 
families in Delhi, and there was a general feeling of relief – not at the decision but at her 
choice of man. 
        
It was September, I had graduated from university in May but had not obtained gainful 
employment yet when the card announcing her wedding to be held at the end of the year 
arrived in the mailbox. I could not believe it, and called her up to ask for a confirmation. ‘You 
are getting married? Surely you have not agreed? How can they force this on you?’ I shouted 
into the receiver, distraught, vehement and belligerent. ‘Why did you not say anything about 
this before?’ I asked. She told me not to worry, and invited me to a small engagement 
ceremony they were having next month –  only close family and select friends are invited she 
said causing my chest to swell with pride. I forgave her immediately. I knew that once we 
rekindled our intimacy, she would surely tell me that it was all a mistake and that this man 
meant nothing to her.  
         
Still I called her more frequently than before, wanting to know how the preparations were 
going and wanting to feel in the midst of things. Initially she was reluctant to speak to me for 
too long when I called, not wanting to reveal details it seemed. She would sound tired and 
exhausted but then suddenly she changed track. I was invited to the most detailed confidences 
regarding him – his restful authoritativeness, how he observed everything about her, the 
unexpected presents, his gentle teasing, the dimple which appeared on his right cheek when 
he smiled, the cleft in his chin, his smile which lit up the room. And most of all, his larger 
than life proposal – the surprise party he threw for her on her birthday where he invited 
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everyone he knew and where the icing on the cake read ‘will you marry me?’ It would have 
been cruel to disappoint him in front of all those people, she said. It was not enough of an 
explanation, I felt. This dalliance should not have displaced me. But I forbore from telling her 
so. The least I could do was be in her good books. At least for now. 
                                                                          * 
Her grandparents were having dinner in the library. The servant let us in the house, and 
proceeded to take our bags to the guest rooms upstairs while we trooped almost on tiptoe to 
the library, conscious of our noisiness against the stillness of the house. Kavya’s parents, the 
fiance’s family and the fiancé himself were expected to arrive by tomorrow noon time well 
in time for the discreet ring ceremony to be held in the evening. They had planned the 
exchange of rings to be a small, sedate affair to be followed by a lavish wedding in the 
auspicious month of December. 
         
Kavya hugged her grandparents effusively. After solicitous enquiries about home and health 
were made on both sides, extra plates were called for so that we could join them for dinner. 
Ajay and Rohit excused themselves saying that they wanted to take showers first after the 
long drive, but Sushila was hungry and eagerly sat down. Kavya went to the kitchen to instruct 
the servant to keep something warm for the boys when I followed her asking her if I could 
speak to her in private. ‘We shall have to go up to the terrace to get some privacy,’ she mused. 
She told the servant to tell  whoever asked as to our whereabouts, that we had gone to wish at 
the wishing well. ‘I want to ask  for luck and good fortune,’ she called over her shoulder. 
        
This was a small well which was visible from the stairs to the terrace. One had to climb up 
the main staircase from the drawing room, unlatch the door of the master bedroom which had 
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French windows leading out to the balcony, then walk up the steep stone stairs gingerly and 
carefully keeping close to the wall. The stairs had no railing and one could fall down. That is 
how one got to the terrace. It is no wonder that the terrace had been forbidden to us as children. 
Before the curve of the of stairs started, there was a small gap between the wall of the balcony 
and the second pillar from which the flight of stairs began. As children we would squeeze 
ourselves between the two pillars, and sit side by side dangling our legs directly above the 
well. We never peeped into it much when running on the grass below but from this height the 
waterless well was a constant source of delight to us. I would dangle my legs over it, and 
Kavya would throw coins into it, which skittered against the stone of this well which never 
seemed to have any water in it and we never questioned why it didn’t. It was a disused well 
which nobody looked at except us - it was our own little secret and Kavya set great store by 
it. She would drop coins tied together by red thread into it, and clasp her hands fervently, 
wishing under her breath for whatever it was that she wanted. 
 
Though I had agreed to go up to the balustrade which overlooked the wishing well with her, 
I was frightened too. I was scared that she would again start talking about him, and that is 
something I would not be able to bear. But my concerns on this score were unfounded as she 
leaned on my shoulder, her head just below my collarbone. I murmured consolations into her 
hair. It would be all right, I said and put an arm around her waist. Suddenly we sensed a 
movement behind us and both of us jerked apart a bit. But when I looked back there was no 
one. We called out into the darkened room but there was no reply. Kava shrugged and again 
allowed her body to rest against me. I had a cup of tea in my hand. We had been sipping from 
the same cup. We always did. I put it aside and started murmuring condolences again but she 
lifted her head from my shoulder in protest and looked a bit miffed with me. ‘I won’t continue 
this after marriage,’ she said very firmly, with a conviction that made me start. ‘What do you 
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mean?’ I whispered, my mouth dry. I noticed that my body was rigid with fear, and tense like 
a coil about to spring. This was how I got when I was either intending to attack or preparing 
myself for one, but she didn’t say anything. After a while she whispered back, ‘It wouldn’t 
be proper.’ I guess I was lucky she didn’t start spouting some verse from the scriptures, some 
exhortation against extra-marital relations. I looked at the starlit sky, the wide and the deep 
expanse of the night. The stars seemed to be winking at me, as if they were in on this cruel 
joke. Only I was excluded, it seemed. The last one to know. I wanted to turn to her and say, 
the stars seem to be twinkling more than usual. But then I realized that it was an optical 
illusion caused by my having tears in my eyes. I knew that her reticence, her not wanting to 
say anything more on the matter was due to a reluctance to give me pain. But still I wanted to 
hear, still I wanted to know. So I sat in silent expectancy, willing her to speak. And finally 
she said what I in some part of my heart knew, and was dreading. She let out a soft sigh of 
happiness and spoke the words. She said simply, ‘I love him.’ I felt a cold fury rising up 
within me. Some wellspring of hatred that I couldn’t access previously due to my tenderness 
for her. Deprived, that was what I thought. She has deprived me. She was sitting on the edge 
of the balustrade, inspecting her fingers, examining her fingernails for traces of grime. Well. 
I was not some dirt under her fingernails that she could whisk away. Almost before I knew 
what I was doing, I gave her a swift hard push. She let out a sound of surprise, but slid off the 
edge easily. There was nothing for her to hold on to. Her hands flailed in the air, her cry 
increased in pitch to a wail. Like a banshee’s, I thought. But there was nothing to break her 
fall and almost before I knew it I was looking at a broken body sprawled across the mud and 
stones of the waterless well. There were no bloodstains but I knew that it was death on impact. 
All the organs of the body broken, all the organs collapsed, profuse internal bleeding. 
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Her cry had been chilling enough to make the hair on the back of my neck stand up so I rubbed 
my neck. Suddenly I heard a sound behind me. The sound of a footfall. I looked around and 
there was Sushila, standing near the open doorway of that half darkened room. The starlight 
illuminated her face and I saw that she had both her hands clamped hard against her mouth. 
She was trying to stifle a scream. 
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THE PHOTOGRAPH 
 
The winter of my journey to England the country had just come out of a heat wave and was 
now suffering from storms. The wind would blow in strong gusts making trees lie horizontal 
on the ground and parts of Surrey were flooded, lacking electricity. 
 
I took a job as a receptionist at the YWCA, the shift that I was to fill was the early morning 
one which started at half past five. I would swipe my card and make a lot of noise wiping my 
feet on the mat so that the night porter dozing at his desk would get time to rouse himself 
from sleep and try to look awake. One spring morning as I was walking along the canal, 
looking at the clouds scudding across the sky, and pulling my coat tightly around myself I 
saw something bobbing up and down like a buoy in the dark green waters of the canal. I did 
not pay much attention to it at first but suddenly the sunlight glinted on it and I saw that it 
was the tip of a nose, it was a face and a woman was floating in the water in what looked like 
blue ballooning trousers and a pink wool shirt. 
 
I stepped close to the water, and a dreadful chill passed over me. I drew my coat even tighter 
around myself and took my phone out from my pocket. My hands were shaking so much that 
I was in the danger of dropping the phone. I knew that if this was a hideous dream, my phone 
would have clattered onto the pavement and spun into the water as that is how things happened 
in dreams.  
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But this was not one, for soon I could hear the scream of sirens in the air, and the sound of 
my heart beating faster trying to pump more blood, the bloodstream in my veins in the danger 
of freezing. 
 
It was Karen. The woman they dragged out of the water and I recognized her immediately 
having met her once or twice in the foyer. The first time I saw her she had been flipping 
through the newspaper in the stand next to my desk. I had asked her if she needed something 
and she said that she was waiting for a phone call that was going to come through on the 
hotel’s telephone. ‘My battery was about to die on me and my charger only works 
intermittently so I just asked him to call me here,’ she said and then bit her lip as if she had 
said too much. Him I thought to myself and noted the transformation in her, reddening cheeks, 
a flush of pleasure as the phone rang. A complete transformation from the way she had been 
for the past ten minutes, nervy and on edge, biting her nails. 
 
The second time I spoke to her was when a man came in to meet her. He was very handsome, 
he had that kind of quality which once used to be called debonair. I was new in the country, 
having been shipped from America like an overseas parcel by my mother once she found a 
new boyfriend and sent to surrey to live with my dad. I told my father that I wanted to have a 
gap year before I thought of college as I wanted to think things through. He didn’t ask me 
what things, just said that it was fine with him as long as I didn’t lay about the house all day. 
Even temping was better than that. 
 
This man was sitting on the lounge and I was surreptitiously looking at him out of curiousity, 
wondering what he wanted, when he himself came over to my desk. From the way he smiled 
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I could make out that he was conscious of his charm. He looked at his wristwatch and handed 
me an envelope. ‘I’m running a bit late,’ he said. ‘Could you give this to Karen please?’ 
 
I nodded and he hurried out as if a lightness had come over him, as if he was glad to get out 
of there. The envelope was unsealed. I took that to mean that it wasn’t personal and for some 
reason the man had had such an effect on me that I couldn’t resist taking a look. It was a 
photograph of a dark eyed rosy cheeked baby. 
 
Soon after Karen came stomping downstairs. She usually took an elevator to the ground floor 
but not today. Her face was swollen, her hair tousled, her eyes red rimmed and it looked as if 
she had had a hard time getting herself out of bed. She stared at the empty lounge with a blank 
face, as if she couldn’t take it in, till I called out to her. ‘Miss Holt, this has been left for you.’ 
                                                                    * 
I would have to go and tell all this to the Police officer, who seemed to have divined that I 
had something to say because he was walking towards the bench I was sitting on. A tremor 
passed through me and I pressed my knees closely together. 
 
After hearing my account, the Police asked me whether I could describe the man, and would 
our telephone be storing his number? I assented to both the questions and we went to the 
YWCA where they were to hold enquiries. Since I was shivering and in no condition to go to 
the Police station, they arranged for me to be interviewed in our lounge. I thought he was an 
artist looking at the dexterity with which he was sketching, the man who sat next to me, but 
he was in an official’s uniform. 
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The officer who had first spoken to me was upstairs, he had requested from our Manageress 
the keys to Karen’s room. I was given the day off as they could see that I was in a state of 
shock. I was curious and wanted to hang about but eventually did call my father on his mobile 
and asked him whether he could pick me up.  
                                                                   * 
It had started raining slightly and the cobblestones were sparkling with water when the 
detective sergeant walked towards the plush penthouse in which Peter Marshall had his home, 
his apartment. Knocking on door number 366 yielded no result but the detective found that 
the door was not locked from the inside, and it swung inwards when pushed. 
 
Peter Marshall was slumped lifeless on the dining table. The detective stepped forward and 
checked his pulse to make sure. There was a glass of champagne in front of him and it was 
clear that he had been poisoned. 
* 
The next day when I went to work the area where Karen had been found had been roped off. 
It was labelled a crime scene and being photographed. There had also been that day a small 
piece in the local newspaper that a lawyer Peter Marshall had been found dead but I didn’t 
see this news at that time. I never read newspapers so I didn’t glance at them today too, but 
spent my time sitting at my desk drinking the cocoa which Miss Smith had made for me and 
flipping through the back issues of Vogue looking at the models within its pages - comparing 
my face with theirs and listing its inadequacies. 
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Much later in the day we were told that the autopsy report for Karen had arrived. The Police 
came around again to ask whether she had had any other visitors coming in here to see her. 
We shook our heads. Miss Smith said that Miss Holt had only arrived at the YWCA around a 
month ago, she paid for a full month in advance, and as proof of identity had shown her 
driving license. Miss Smith further said that she had had only one conversation with Miss 
Holt in which she had demanded that on Sundays why wasn’t breakfast served till later than 
nine? In the course of this conversation Miss Holt had let slip that she was a librarian and 
Miss Smith had remembered it because she had been surprised - she had always thought of 
librarians as meek, mousy and unobtrusive.  
 
We found out that in the autopsy report it had been discovered that Miss Holt had died due to 
arsenic poisoning. And her body had been thrown into the river later. The man who had come 
to see her that day had also been poisoned in the same way that very evening. When I heard 
this I could not help a sharp intake of breath. The officers looked at me questioningly but all 
I could offer by way of response was to clutch my stomach and murmur that it was a pity, all 
this dying. 
 
I went to our filing room and filled up the kettle. I could not believe my ears. I wondered 
whether I should have told that nice policeman what I had seen one afternoon at the botanical 
gardens. It was a Saturday and my day off but I wanted to get out from under my father’s feet 
so I had gone for a walk. I had meant to feed the ducks in the lake when I had seen Peter 
Marshall under a tree. I had not known his name then but I had recognized him as the man 
who had given Karen that picture 
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He was with a woman. He had his face between her breasts while she was caressing his back 
and stroking his hair. There was a pram near them which had a sleeping baby with its eyes 
tightly shut and fingers curled into a fist. It looked to be only a few months old. I did not wait 
to see more, by seeing I thought I would be an accomplice to something that looked like a 
betrayal of Karen. I backed away as quietly as I could, that part of the park was almost totally 
deserted and I had to be careful not to make any noise. 
 
I thought about the woman while walking home. I had not had time to notice whether there 
had been a wedding band on her finger, the man of course did not wear one, but I had had no 
time. 
 
The officer was still talking to Miss Smith. He said that three sets of fingerprints had been 
found in Marshall’s flat, one other set apart from those belonging to him and the dead woman. 
‘Looks like you do have a lead,’ said Miss Smith. I thought of the park, how he had pushed 
her arm upwards exposing a not quite clean shaven armpit, red rubies had sparkled in her ears 
not far away from his mouth. 
                                                                 * 
The photos of Gillian Hawes were splashed all across the papers the next morning. The press 
had taken a very intriguing spin on it, that of good girl gone bad. A graduate in English from 
Trinity College, University of Cambridge she had a child with Peter Marshall, a youngish 
lawyer of thirty-five years known for being a bit of a womanizer in the legal circles. Never 
married, a long string of short relationships. One of the insinuating reports in a rag which was 
practically a tabloid ran thus; the girl Hawes who had broken it off with Peter more than a 
year ago got wind of his current affair with Miss Holt. By this time, she was with a child so 
 
172 
 
she wanted him back and when her former lover refused proceeded to kill both him and his 
new girlfriend in a fit of jealousy. 
 
I and Miss Smith played Tarot during our lunch break and I did a reading for her where the 
first card I flipped supposed to represent the past was the Lovers, the present the death card 
and the future was Star. A card of new beginnings. ‘Did you have someone new in your life 
till recently, someone you had been serious about?’ I asked tapping at the Lovers card. ‘No,’ 
said Miss Smith. ‘Not that I know of.’ 
 
I felt a twinge of fear in my chest. These cards did not concern Miss Smith. I got up from the 
chair, pushing it back. ‘Then it’s all going wrong,’ I said and took my satchel off the hook 
ready for a trip to the Police station. 
                                                                 * 
I did go to college eventually the next year, something which I had never planned to do. I did 
it because Gillian encouraged me. She said it had been the best years of her life, I had become 
fast friends with her by then. I suppose you want to know what happened after my trip to the 
station. Well, I told the Police of Karen’s grief and depression, her constant sniveling in the 
breakfast room and pleadings on the phone, ‘No, you do not love her! You fit with me. You 
won’t last with her five minutes.’  
 
The fact that Gillian had left a recorded message on Peter’s voicemail fourteen months back 
saying that they should go their separate ways they already knew about. She had told the 
Police that she did that because he never seemed there for her, he could hardly make time for 
her ever being so busy and she didn’t think that she could handle this state of affairs any more. 
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He did not call her after her message and instead started going out with another woman he 
had met on the Piccadilly station in Manchester. Gillian said in her testimony that she did not 
tell him at first when she found out that she was pregnant, she had wanted to free herself of 
him after the neglect he had shown her but when her baby was born she wanted it to have a 
last name, the one that belonged to his father. So she sent Peter a picture, she did not know 
that the woman he was going out with had shifted from Manchester to this county town to be 
with him. She had got DNA testing done and sent him a letter with a picture saying that she 
didn’t want to intrude on his life, but he was the father and if ever he was in the position to 
help his child, or should she ask, she hoped he would not evade the responsibility. 
 
The effect of this humble letter on him must have brought forth hitherto unsuspected qualities 
out in him for he rang her up to say that he had never really got over her and it was shame and 
vanity which had made him not reach out. He wanted to get back with her, had never forgotten 
the time they spent together and wanted to make amends. To turn over a new leaf, he said. 
She took him back; she had missed him too and he had always been good with words. Skill 
with rhetoric, good looks and a sense of entitlement was something they both shared. The 
latter she possessed in a little less degree to be fair. 
 
He broke it off with Karen, it was something he had wanted to do for a long time, he said. She 
had been getting too demanding. The effect of this turnabout must have brought forth 
unexpected qualities in turn in his girlfriend for she called him repeatedly to get him to come 
back, spent her days moping in the breakfast room, and eventually resorted to arsenic. 
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She invited herself over to celebrate the addition to his family, a last get together before she 
went back home, and he must have succumbed at the last chance at freedom and carnality, for 
he was soon to be wed. She put the poison in the champagne bottle while he was taking out 
the glasses from his back lit cabinet, it must have been her only chance. She threw the sachet 
in which she had it along with the silver foil in the dustbin. This was a mistake, but one can 
only guess at her distraught state of mind; after all she was willing to poison even herself as 
long as Peter Marshall was also punished and not successful in getting away. 
 
She took small sips, and he great gulps. He had been intending to get drunk. In no time he had 
slumped over the table while she watched, satisfaction dawning in her eyes. She started for 
home then, the receptionist saw her unsteady walk and assumed it was only due to drink. She 
followed the river which flowed past the back entrance of the YWCA but she was getting 
increasing cramps now, induced vomiting had done nothing for her and she must have been 
unsteady. ‘Alcohol impaired her balance and poison caused stiffness of limbs, most probably 
she just toppled into the water eventually,’ the detective sergeant opined. 
 
I could not bring myself to feel wholly sorry for Peter Marshall’s death. The baby would find 
a better father someday, I told myself and he would be better off. But I stopped working at 
the YWCA, it had distressing connotations for me, and applied to university instead. I went 
to the park again where I had first seen Gillian, we fed the ducks and she read her book lying 
under a tree while I played with the baby, it was the most beautiful child I have ever seen. He 
would inherit his parents’ bones, I mused. This time there was no Peter Marshall around, it 
was me who was enjoying the afternoon sun with them and I mused on the unexpected turns 
that life could take - the unpredictability and the unfathomable mysteries it concealed. 
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THE TOMATO LADY 
 
I am well into my late forties now, but there was a time when I was young. When I was 
twenty-six years old in 1958 and was courted in secret by the squire’s son. That didn’t work 
out. If it had I would have been living in that red brick mansion next to the grazing field, 
instead of this old ramshackle cottage where the wind rushing through the chimney makes the 
living think of weeping ghosts who deserve to be forgotten. 
 
Not that I have any complaints with my cottage, the back garden overlooks the sea. When I 
was young, I used to pick up the giant seashells and put them to my ear. The rushing sound 
of the sea would calm and soothe me. I would forget all my anxieties. Then I gave the habit 
up - from my mid-twenties something in me must have changed for the voice of the sea had 
also begun to sound like the wailing of ghosts. 
 
I am known nowadays as the ‘tomato lady.’ It is better than being called ‘the cat lady’ for 
sure. My garden grows the most succulent, and juicy tomatoes in the entire village. They hang 
ripe for plucking, and deep red as the blush on a virgin’s cheeks, on my famed vines, until I 
take the scissors to them. I make puréed sauces out of them, and store the sauce in glass jars, 
which I label in my neat handwriting. I then sell all this produce. To the villagers mostly, but 
tourists have also been known to stop and ask for my renowned sauces. It seems that my 
tomato purée is classed as a local speciality, a queer attraction in this otherwise dull place. 
But sauce is not the only thing I make. I also make soup; the breadcrumbs I sell separately in 
a packet. Tomato juice which is popular with the older people, and cherry tomatoes which 
people want occasionally to garnish salads. Sale of tomato based products is not my primary 
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source of income, as I teach Geography and English at the village school, but selling tomatoes 
is a huge part of my identity. Seeing my vines flourish with fruit gives me an inexplicable 
sense of happiness. I, the cultivator of the biggest, fattest tomatoes in the whole village. 
 
I owe this identity of mine, in part, to the man I was secretly in love with. The squire’s son. I 
kept my love for him to myself as I didn’t want to scare him away. I would observe him from 
afar, peep over the hedges as he drove by in his car. But he might have guessed my 
preoccupation with him as he started courting me himself. It was all done in secret of course. 
He would stop by at the cottage whenever he would return from his revelries in town and 
bring me little trinkets of jewellery. Anklets once, and once a pair of ear rings. He would let 
himself in the back garden through the side gate which was mostly unlocked and then in the 
dead of the night he would throw pebbles up at my window. The noise would wake me and I, 
like Rapunzel, would let my hair, the colour of which evokes the deep russet of autumn, 
cascade through the open window. This would entice him, and in a voice hoarse with desire 
he would ask me to open the door. This I would do, as I loved him ardently and we would lie 
wrapped in each other’s arms, under my pink duvet, till birdsong announced the advent of 
dawn. 
 
Before I could hope that these nightly visits would turn into something more concrete, he 
stopped coming. He dropped me once he liked someone else better. For you see, in those days 
he was in love with another girl. One of my students. The first time I saw them was in the 
field – he was down on his knees picking out tomatoes for her and flinging them into her 
basket while she simpered and made big eyes at him. He took out his handkerchief, rubbed at 
one of the tomatoes till it shone and then handed it to her making a big show of it. She bit into 
the red fruit greedily, the juice running down her chin and her vacant-headed laughter echoed 
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across the field as she shaded her eyes against the gleaming sun. I must have fainted because 
when I next came to myself I was lying propped against a tree trunk, a cyclist was fanning 
my face with a newspaper and those two were hurrying towards me across the field. ‘Miss, 
are you all right?’ my student was asking clutching at his arm and I could have slapped her 
across her face right there and then. 
 
Soon after, she was engaged - the ring visible on her finger for all to see. People would cluster 
around her in the hallway at school, asking to be shown the solitaire. I tried to see whether I 
could fail her in one of the subjects she took under me, but her answers were all correct and I 
could do nothing. At my desk with the students’ notebooks open before me I thought about 
the squire’s son; how he was like a tarnished knight. Human with foibles, but driven, someone 
able to accomplish and arrange things. Someone whose allegiance people longed to seek, who 
bestowed favours lavishly and had the capacity to do so. He was a decisive person of action. 
Splendidly able, unconcerned, larger than life and glorious. I thought to myself that for all his 
inconstancy, and tendency towards drunken revelry, he was a very capable man, strong and 
able to get me out of all messes and muddles. Oh, if only he was mine! I sighed to myself. I 
burned with anger, hatred and jealousy against the lucky girl who had supplanted me in his 
affections. I vowed that even if I didn’t have him by my side, I would do something on my 
own to vanquish my rival. 
 
At night I would have dreams of my rival lying on a cart of luscious tomatoes, holding out 
one in her hand while my ex-lover ran behind her panting, struggling to catch up. She would 
throw some of them at him as a reward and he would struggle to catch them. I would wake 
up from these dreams sobbing from bitterness and spite. It was terrible, what this girl 
unknowingly put me through. The fact that there was no way she could know of my liaison, 
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my nightly trysts with the man who was now her fiancé I did not take into account. I suspected 
that she did know. The fact that she always seemed polite, unaffected and well-mannered 
whenever I met her at school, offered me no consolation either, in my dreams I would see her 
as she really was – relishing her sweet victory, the juice dribbling down from her satisfied 
mouth, gloating at me from among those plump tomatoes, flaunting her wares content in a 
careful of fruit, crooking her diamond studded finger, and dangling tantalizingly the man she 
had usurped from me. 
 
The next day I summoned her to the staff room just as school was getting over and the pupils 
leaving for their homes. She came arm in arm with another girl who kept on chewing liquorice 
in an insolent fashion while I invited the inamorata to dinner at my house. Eventually I told 
the friend to be off. ‘It is my way of congratulating you on the impending marriage,’ I said to 
my remaining audience once the other girl had walked off. The girl who was soon-to-be wed 
didn’t seem very excited about the invitation and droned on about how she was always getting 
invited to dinners nowadays. Some she had to flatly refuse since they were invitations from 
people who never paid her the slightest attention before they came to know of her engagement, 
but others were from acquaintances of long standing who had always been friendly to her and 
now wished to further improve ties. Even with her refusing quite a few of the people who 
asked due to some previous misconduct of theirs; she still had many of her evenings booked 
and not clothes enough to wear at them all. All the while that she spoke, I pictured tying her 
to a chair and stuffing tomatoes down her throat till she choked and died. 
 
‘Why don’t you just come for lunch, right now to my house if you are otherwise occupied for 
dinner?’ I suggested. She looked startled and started stuttering. ‘I prepared roast chicken for 
lunch and it’s not pleasant to eat alone,’ I said. This was the right hook for she agreed instantly. 
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‘Let me collect my notebooks,’ I said. I kept on stacking the notebooks on top of each other 
and cajoling them into my bag till the last school bus – there were three of them – took away 
with them the last of the pupils. Before the janitor started his rounds, I took her hand and led 
her to the bicycle shed where I kept my cycle. I gave her the bag of notebooks to hold and 
asked her to sit behind me. She looked as if she had begun to enjoy herself and as if the whole 
thing was a grand adventure as we went winding down the road to my cottage which stands 
not far from the school grounds, at the end of the village, surrounded my green fields where 
the cows graze. It is very scenic, at the back there is a slight drop and the land gives way to 
sand and limestone and the shore is not far away. The sea can be seen from the back of the 
house. Turquoise blue and white. 
 
The bride-to-be loved my garden. Though I grew no tomatoes in it at that time. But there were 
cabbages, cauliflower, parsley, lettuce and bulbs of onion. She plucked at some lettuce and 
was eating it absentmindedly, her thoughts far away when I gripped her wrist. ‘I do not like 
people stealing from my garden, especially not the lettuce it’s my favourite. I shall have to 
lock you in a tower,’ I said. She looked shocked and instinctively tried to prise her hand away 
but I laughed and assured her that I was only joking with her. She recovered, wiping her palms 
on her skirt saying that she didn’t know why she was always so nervous with teachers. She 
apologized saying that she hoped she hadn’t given offence by taking me seriously. Of course 
she should have known that I only spoke in jest. A bit of light heartedness she knew it was, 
she said. She was still apologizing when I led her into the house. A sweet girl she was after 
all, eager to please, forever willing to make amends. I almost felt bad at the doom I had 
devised for her. The destiny I was dispatching her to. But events once set in motion cannot be 
recalled. The wheels of fate grind mercilessly uncaring of human propitiation and attempts at 
escape.  
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I sat her down at the table and served her the roast. ‘It is delicious,’ she enthused. ‘Do you 
live here alone, Miss? Wouldn’t it get a bit lonely here if you live all by yourself?’ she asked, 
looking around the room. ‘I used to have company till recently,’ I murmured looking down at 
the tablecloth tracing the pattern of roses with my fingers. The roses looked like bloodstains 
and I felt a sudden queasiness in my stomach. I couldn’t sit here talking to this girl, I decided. 
I had to get the hammer. I went to the tool shed and first rummaged around for a hammer and 
then for a shovel. All the while that glutton was helping herself to more food. She was still 
stuffing her face with more cheese and chicken when I crept stealthily upon her from behind. 
I clobbered her to death with the hammer, repeated blows to the back of her head while she 
squealed like the pig she was and tried to crawl to the door on all fours. 
 
It had started drizzling outside so I put on my purple mackintosh and I dug a pit in the back 
of the garden. I dragged her body outside and heaved it into the pit. I may not be able to lock 
her in a tower, but I could certainly bury her deep inside the deceptively calm earth. I levelled 
the soil, the wet clods of earth stuck together because of the rain and when I had levelled it 
properly I planted the tomato seedlings into the earth. 
 
They arrested that cyclist for the murder of my ex-lover’s dimpled darling. I told the Police 
in my testimony that I had invited her to dinner but had not detained her all that long. Surely 
she could gave caught the bus after my conversation with her? I also told them that she had 
seemed in a hurry as if she had someone else she had to meet. She had cut our conversation 
short and left the school from the back door. The seed of doubt was planted. Some people 
came forward and reported that they had frequently seen a young man whom they didn’t 
recognize and who didn’t belong to this area, hanging about the school gates in the afternoons 
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and also about the squire’s house. A secret admirer. A juvenile delinquent with a previous 
conviction for battery and assault hanging about an area where he knew nobody and where 
he had no ostensible purpose to be. Perhaps something had started between them but she had 
eventually spurned him? Perhaps he had forcibly abducted her? The case eventually came to 
trial but they had to let him go due to lack of circumstantial evidence. 
 
As for me, by that time the tomato vines were flourishing, producing baby tomatoes and I 
would have hot tomato soup to keep me company on dark winter nights. My lover never 
believed that it was the man on the cycle and used to give me black looks till months 
afterwards. But there was no way he could prove anything and eventually he moved away 
from the area. I presume that the memories of the hot sunny afternoons spent with his dead 
beloved, in these very same fields near his house, were too much for him to endure. The ghost 
of the dear departed. I gave away the gold jewellery that he had given me, I flung it into the 
sea. It was a pact I made, like the ancient Celts, gold in exchange for the body never being 
found. I also threw the bride-to-be’s diamond ring away, I wanted nothing to link me to the 
murder. The man she was to marry, who had once been my lover, I got over him. His black 
looks had filled me with an overweening resentment against him. There was only one thing I 
was glad of, that he had brought that girl to my attention, because if he hadn’t wanted to marry 
her, then I would never have noticed her. And if she wouldn’t have come to my notice, I 
wouldn’t have killed her and the quality of the soil in my garden, and of my tomatoes would 
have been mediocre at best. I would never have been known as The Tomato Lady. And that 
is an honour dearer to me than my own life, one that I wouldn’t give away for all the world. 
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A HEART FULL OF FIRE 
 
My mother ran a boarding-house for tourists in the small hill station of Kasauni and though 
we were always fully booked in the summer, by the month of October the rooms held a 
vacated, forlorn, and deserted look. I would go in the empty rooms - which shimmered in the 
mild unearthly autumn light - with a duster, to give the rooms a final dusting and to cover the 
furniture with plastic sheets, before my mother and I shut the upper-storey of our hotel for the 
next three months against the forbidding winter cold. During the winters, we only let out the 
two rooms on the ground floor. The hotel was not heated during the winter months but the 
two rooms on the ground floor had large fireplaces where a splendid fire could be lit.  
 
One autumn we had an unexpected arrival. I was sitting in the front room doing my homework 
by candlelight, a fat candle on a dusty candlestick, as there was a power failure, when I saw 
a taxi drive up. The last of our guests had left that very morning, and my mother had heaved 
a sigh of relief. She had announced that we would have baked beans on toast for dinner and 
was washing the last of the fine cutlery that we laid out for guests at the hotel, and which we 
put away under lock and key before the winter months. I saw a man and a woman get out of 
the taxi. The woman heaved herself out as if with difficulty and held what looked like a small 
bundle of clothes in her arms. From what I could make out, the man was haggling with the 
taxi driver over the fare. There was a long argument, which the woman finally walked away 
from. I saw her walking quickly across the garden of the hotel and I could hear the sound that 
the small glass door at the entrance made when slid back. I leaned back from my desk so that 
I could catch a glimpse of her as she came into the front lounge of the hotel but she took such 
a long time wiping her feet on the mat, that I could not balance leaning back so precariously 
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for so long a time on my wobbly chair. I had to settle for watching the man instead through 
the window, who had by now concluded his argument with the taxi-driver and had perhaps 
been triumphant in it, as he looked towards the hotel entrance where his wife was standing, 
and flashed her a dazzling smile. I was so startled I caught my breath. I looked down at my 
notebooks and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. I saw his wife crossing the lounge, but 
from the corner of my eyes. I did not dare look up. I could only see her shoes, she wore blue 
shoes made of cloth. I overheard the conversation at the front desk. My mother was explaining 
the circumstances that during the winter months only a meagre breakfast was provided. The 
reduced rent which they had heard about at the railway station, and which had enticed them, 
was due to the reduction in facilities. This corresponding reduction of facilities was not to 
everybody’s taste and she felt compelled to explain further, my mother said. Laundry would 
be taken in but that would be about all. The maids who vacuumed the rooms of the guests 
were given leave during the winter months so that was not covered in the cost of the rooms. 
Though she would take personal responsibility for making up the fire, my mother said. She 
did not trust anybody else to do it. 
 
The man and the woman agreed to the conditions, and it was now the man’s turn to converse. 
He spoke in a low but deep voice. A smooth, silky, shining and supple voice. Like hot 
chocolate to the ears, I thought. He was a painter, he was explaining. He taught evening 
workshops at the Habitat Centre in Delhi and had recently won a grant which enabled him to 
take some time off offering lessons. They had come here for a sort of winter retreat, to enable 
the artist to work on a new set of paintings. My mother, who had heard of his name vaguely, 
agreed to accommodate him, and the painter introduced his wife, and child to my mother. 
‘How old is she?’ my mother asked, referring to the baby. 
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‘Eleven months,’ the painter replied, the pride in his voice audible to my ears, even though I 
was sitting in the adjoining room. I thought of him smiling as he replied, and I put my hand 
to my throat.   
 
Later, my mother came up to the attic (which was also my bedroom) with some hot chocolate, 
to talk about the new arrivals. ‘So handsome!’ she said, referring to the man. ‘An artiste,’ she 
pronounced mockingly, because he had referred to himself in the third person, once, in his 
conversation with her. 
* 
It was my responsibility to see to his breakfast and I stood beside the dining table, a pot of 
warm steaming coffee and a plateful of steaming croissants on the starched white tablecloth, 
waiting for their arrival until eleven when I finally cleared everything away. His wife came 
around to the kitchen later, at around half-past one looking for cornflakes and milk for the 
baby. I took out the jug from the fridge and handed it to her with a scowl on my face. ‘Why 
didn’t you come to the dining room for breakfast?’ I couldn’t help demanding of her, and she 
looked at me curiously before emitting a small nervous laugh, and scuttling away to her room.  
 
In the evening I could see her sitting on the rug with her baby. The door to their room was 
partially open and the fire was glowing inside. My mother must have told the gardener to 
deliver some logs to them. She was putting together the pieces of a jigsaw-puzzle and talking 
to the child. I wasn’t sure that the child would understand a game which was probably meant 
for when she was older. There was the age group printed on the board, white letters on a pale 
green board but I couldn’t make out the numbers. She looked up suddenly as if sensing my 
presence, perhaps a shadow fell across the carpet, and I darted away. 
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The next day I tapped my foot impatiently, while his wife helped herself to waffles and honey. 
I craned my head out of the dining-room, willing her husband to materialize, but he did not 
appear. It was in the evening when I was making a rainbow-coloured rangoli in the lounge, 
my mother inspired by having artists around her perhaps, had asked me to spruce up the 
reception area. ‘There is one other room on the ground floor to let. If any visitors arrive, I 
want the place looking beautiful. Surely you can apply some artistry?’ she commanded. I 
nodded and set to work. I took out a print-out of a rather intricate design from the web, and 
my mother sent the gardener to the market to purchase pouches of the seven requisite colours 
I wanted.  
 
I was almost done, when I sensed someone standing at a distance and observing my work. It 
was the painter. I stopped in my work and wiped my mouth with the back of my hand.  ‘It is 
rather good,’ he commented in a tone of mild surprise, gesturing towards my work. I waited, 
in case he wanted to elaborate, in case he had any further edifying comments to make. But 
then his wife came rushing through the corridor. She was all dressed up and her bangles were 
jangling. ‘She is finally sleeping,’ she said, in a voice of mild triumph, as if it was an 
achievement to get a child to sleep. She linked her arm through his and they went out the door. 
I felt absurdly flattened, as if the wind had been knocked out of me. I tried to recover my 
spirits to get on with my work but it was no use. I looked at the packets of coloured powder 
scattered on the floor beside me and sighed. I wanted to wipe my hand across my design, I 
wanted to demolish it, to turn it to mud. 
 
My mother came in and rescued me. She complimented it. ‘Very good, beta,’ she said, and 
we left it as it was.    
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* 
The next morning the painter arrived in the dining-room, sans his family, and said that he had 
to go into town for some groceries. They had to manage their dinner on their own after all, he 
said. Could the man who laundered and ironed the clothes, or the gardener who made up the 
fire be spared to show him around town; he wanted to scout the choicest and the best of the 
produce but at the most reasonable of prices? My mother came muttering into the kitchen 
where I was making breakfast, ‘How much is his grant money, after all? Is he saving all of it? 
Can’t he ring a cab? He wants someone who knows the town well to walk with him. Can’t he 
simply go to the main mandi as everybody else does? Who has the time to scout around with 
him?’ 
 
I refrained from smiling at my mother’s harangue and frowned at her instead. ‘I can go with 
him,’ I volunteered. ‘Have you got nothing better to do?’ she reprimanded, turning on me 
instead. 
 
We walked down the hill to where the market-stalls were and I asked him about his work in 
Delhi. Did he manage to get any work of his own done? Or did he only assist others with their 
projects? I asked. I had decided that soft-soaping was the best approach. He looked at me for 
a while before answering, as if he was considering what to say. ‘It doesn’t take long, you 
know. Teaching. It’s only a two-hour session each day, and it is a permanent position,’ he 
added, as if to himself. ‘How did you and your wife meet?’ I asked. ‘She was one of my 
students,’ he replied. ‘But she gave it all up when she met me,’ he said.  
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‘She looks older than you,’ I couldn’t help commenting, and he laughed, but then he increased 
the pace of his walking, as if he wanted to get away from me. 
 
In the market he made me carry a particularly large and heavy pumpkin. I wondered if this 
was some sort of a punishment for being catty about his wife. 
 
On the way back we hitched a lift from someone who was passing my house, and he asked 
me whether I would model for him? He was looking for a rustic-looking country girl, a 
grumpy girl with rough manners. He wanted the model to pose beside a cartful of apples, look 
wretchedly miserable and scowl at the camera. I did not have to wonder anymore, now I was 
convinced that he was offended at my remark about his wife and that this was his way of 
taking it out on me. He saw my sad expression, and burst out laughing. His face resplendent 
again. I stood marvelling at him as he strode into the hotel, leaving me to follow with the 
groceries. I dragged and heaved the heavy jute bags to the kitchen and did not mind one bit. 
* 
He said that he wanted some preliminary sketches of me, and asked me to come to his room 
when I got free of my chores in the evening. When I arrived at his room, he was sprawled on 
the carpet in front of the fireplace and eating onion pakoras. It did not look as if he was in the 
mood for any work. His wife was sleeping on the bed, softly snoring, one arm flung out, in 
the nook of which lay his quietly slumbering child. He saw me looking and put a finger to his 
lips. He got up and positioned a small footstool at an angle to the fire. He handed me a shawl 
and asked me to wrap it around my head. Then he told me to sit on the footstool with my face 
towards the fire. He wanted to catch the red glow of the fire on my cheek, he said. I felt warm 
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and tingly all over. As if burs had caught in my clothes and I had no choice but to scratch 
them out. The heat from the fire was making my face flush, and my throat felt parched.   
 
He sharpened his pencils with a blade, and then tested them on some paper. He took out a 
fresh sheet, and paused. He leaned forward and tucked a loose strand of my hair behind my 
ear. I had to stop myself from giggling. He drew sharp, vigorous strokes, and then smudged 
them with his fingers, he continued like this for a while. Our housecat mewing and looking 
for me, wandered in at some point and stood staring at him, alert and entranced. ‘Hey, kitty,’ 
I whispered to the cat, but he told me to be still and not fidget. At the end of it, he put the 
sketch in a plastic folder and handed it to me. ‘It is for you,’ he said. ‘A gift.’ 
 
I took the folder from him silently. I did not even thank him. Our fingertips had touched when 
he had given me the drawing, his charcoal-smudged fingers brushing against mine.  I felt as 
if I was on the brink of something spectacular and momentous, a precipice, ahead of which 
was molten coal and burning lava. 
* 
The following day, in the late afternoon, we went to the field behind our boarding-house 
where there was a decrepit cart and a horde of apples. From where had he arranged all of this? 
I wondered. For the next three days, we worked diligently, trying to make his work come to 
life. Finally when the portrait was complete I saw that I looked plainer in it than I did in 
person, the scowl on my face did not do me justice, but I did not voice my grievance, I was 
totally spellbound with him by then. I noticed that some of the apples he had painted on the 
cart, were golden in colour. They looked luscious, molten gold, glinting like solidified lava. I 
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touched them with my fingertips and sighed. He smiled at me, registering my appreciation, 
and we suddenly seemed to be complicit in some splendid secret. 
 
That night when my mother knocked on my door, eager for a chat, I told her that I was sleepy 
and asked her to go. I took down the dictionary from a shelf above my bed and opened the 
page at the word I wanted. The window in my room had misted over and I couldn’t see the 
stars but I shivered with delight. 
 
Spellbound. Bound by a spell. Held captive, against one’s will most probably, by some sort 
of magic. By a charm, a charismatic enchantment. A drowsiness in the limbs, a heaviness, 
alternating, with a feeling of being struck with wonder, of being lifted off the ground, of 
levitating. 
 
His wife must have caught the scent of something, as she ordered breakfast in bed one day. 
Both of them starkers’ under the sheet I could make out. She had called me into the room on 
purpose so that I could witness this, and not get any ideas into my head, of rising above my 
station. I slammed the jug of milk on their dresser and clattered the plate of croissants on a 
side table with as much noise as I could manage. The day before, when he was sitting alone 
in the breakfast-room eating some kheer, I had seen him looking at me speculatively, 
appraisingly. I knew what I could get away with. 
  
It was the second portrait that he was due to paint that day. I had to dip my feet into the icy 
cold water of a nearby pond for him, and look out at the horizon with a wistful expression on 
my face. 
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At the end of six hours, my lips had turned blue from the cold, my feet were all frozen. There 
was no feeling in my legs, they were numb from the cold and my teeth were chattering. When 
he finally declared that my portion was done, and that he could do the rest of it without my 
help, I could barely move from my sitting place. I saw the compunction in his face, and he 
carried me all the way back to the boarding-house. 
 
I was elated. My happiness knew no bounds. That night, I sat with my feet in a tub of hot 
water, and read my favourite romantic novel in which the man had carried the girl he loved 
over a stream and a buttercup-speckled meadow and asked her to marry him at the end of it. 
  
For our third portrait, the last of the series, which he was to do on the weekend, as he was 
momentarily out of inspiration and needed a break, he said he would make me pose in the 
forest, with a bow and quiver full of arrows, like a hunting queen. I was thrilled, this 
representation would surely be better than the grumpy girl having nothing better to do than 
munch apples. I trailed through the house in a gush of almost palpable happiness. 
 
The next day when his wife again ordered breakfast in their room, I went in with a bouquet 
of flowers. Gardening was my hobby and I had won prizes for my flowers at the local 
gardening shows. ‘Something to brighten the room,’ I said placing bunches of sunflowers and 
daisies in the empty vases. He had buried his face in the pillow so I could not see the pleasure 
that I had hoped to see on his face, but I saw his wife biting her lips and trying to suppress a 
smile. Soon it will be me who shall laugh, I vowed to myself and exited the room with my 
nose in the air and my head held high. 
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The painter and his wife sometimes went out in the evenings on excursions around town. They 
were usually back within two hours or so. They did not stay out for long. They told me that 
they had been to Lovers’ Lane. ‘It is not a spot for people who are married,’ I informed them 
indignantly when I was told that they had been there. They exchanged glances and their eyes 
twinkled. They did not seem to agree with my statement. They had also been horse-riding. 
There is a man who organises rides around town. The rides start at the railway station, they 
said. ‘I am afraid of horses,’ I told them sullenly and did not want to hear any amore. On these 
excursions they left the baby sleeping in her cot. Sometimes they asked me to babysit for 
them. Most days I had simple instructions. If the baby started crying, I was to put a bottle of 
hot milk to her lips. This trick, they said, would work unfailingly, and within minutes she 
would be back asleep. 
* 
I yearned to have some time alone with the painter. I would give him wistful looks, and tear 
petals off the flowers in the garden. He loves me, he loves me not. One night we had the 
opportunity. I had been sitting on the stairs with the housecat. It was not even half-past eight 
but his wife, exhausted by early morning vigils with the baby, had fallen asleep. He came up 
to where I was sitting on the stairs; tracing hearts in the dust, drawing the Cupid ’s bow 
through them. He looked at my handiwork in silence. ‘Do you want to go for a walk?’ he 
asked, after a moment. ‘Yes, please,’ I said, and sprang up. We went to the woodshed, where 
the gardener stocked his tools. That was the night when we finally made love.    
I was dead scared the whole time that someone might come in. His wife, my mother, the 
gardener himself, which I knew somehow would be the worst of all. He was energetic and 
involved; quite unlike his usual languid style. I fretted the whole time that though I looked 
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much older than I was, I was in fact underage, what we were doing was enough to land him 
in jail. I clung to him and whispered, ‘Can’t you stay here forever?’  
 
He sighed, as if his life was being leached out of him, and shook his head, with the resigned 
air of a man beset with responsibilities. ‘We could keep this a secret. Just stay here,’ I pleaded.  
 
‘Nitya needs to be with her grandparents. I don’t earn all that much through art, and my wife 
shall soon have to take up a job. We shall do better to stay near my parents, they can look 
after Nitya while my wife and I work,’ he said. ‘I can’t think only of myself. I have to think 
of my baby daughter also,’ he said, and I felt chilled to the bone for I saw that he really meant 
it. He was not going to compromise.  
 
A few days later, it was his wife’s birthday. She had been reminding him about it since days 
beforehand. He was talking her out for dinner to one of those expensive restaurants in the 
town centre. I had never been to that restaurant myself, had always wanted to go, and was 
tempted to invite myself along. I knew that they would be too polite to refuse. But then I gave 
the matter some thought, and decided that I could put that time to a much better use. I could 
implement a solution which would quiet and still the burning in my heart, not temporarily, 
but on a permanent basis. I sneaked into their room as the noise of the taxi faded away into 
the distance. The parents had left the child sleeping in her cot, she lay snug and warm, wearing 
a hand-knitted woollen hat and hand-knitted woollen socks. She was my competition, the 
thorn in my heart. We’ll be back in an hour or so they had said, I knew that I had no time to 
waste. I had already dug a grave in the garden, a small pit, the night before. It had rained 
heavily and the earth had been mushy and pliable. I lifted the baby gingerly from the cot, 
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softly climbed down the stairs, one step at a time. The shovel lay beside the open pit. It was 
all screened from view because of the flowers. Nobody could see the open pit from the house. 
No one had even paid me any attention when I was digging this pit, which I had intended to 
use as the site for a live burial. It had felt too cruel to choke the life out of a tiny baby using 
my own two hands to apply the pressure. I was not sure that I had it in me to slowly suffocate 
a child to its death. I had hit upon a more ingenious plan. I would dig a grave for the baby, 
and then simply place the baby in it. No one really questioned me much about the projects I 
undertook when in the garden as I was always doing something or the other in the garden and 
people had ceased to notice or comment upon this hobby of mine. I knew that nobody would 
question me were I to do a bit of digging. I used the shovel to make the pit a little deeper. I 
then placed the baby tenderly in the small but deep pit and shovelled earth onto it. It would 
be a while before people thought of looking for the child here.  
 
I was wearing woollen gloves so fingerprint detection was not a problem. I brushed the earth 
off my skirt, and thought of the laundry I now had to do. I was doing laundry the whole time 
I would say, and didn’t hear anything over the sound of the machines. My mother was 
watching television in her room with her door closed, one of those crime shows which deal 
with sex or violence and frequently both together. When my mother drew the curtains of her 
room, and turned the television up, as was her custom on weekends, she became deaf to the 
world. It was her zoning out time, she said and in such a mood she could be reliably counted 
upon to see and hear nothing. I knew who the crime would get pinned on. The gardener’s 
youngest boy was not yet fifteen, and already a pervert. He had been found rubbing himself 
against a baby the year before, and was beaten within an inch of his life. He was also a little 
unhinged, and could have taken it into his head to kill a baby too, I thought, thinking of tv-
shows. I went into my room, stepped out of my clothes, gathered them up to my chest, and 
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put them in the washing machine. I then went to the painter’s room, where a warm fire was 
burning brightly, picked up the clothes that they had left out to be washed, hugged them to 
myself, and loaded them in the other machine. I took my iPod from a shelf in the stuffy 
laundry room and put it to my ears.  
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IVY LODGE, 1935 
 
I suspected that my husband had been trying to poison me. Headaches, dizziness, nausea and 
fainting spells were what I had been suffering ever since I had come to know about his affair 
with a nineteen-year-old woman. Who looked even younger. She was supposed to come with 
her parents to dinner today. Her mother was my best friend. But they had cancelled as there 
was a storm and rivulets of water were flooding Mussourie’s roads making travel foolhardy. 
           
My husband was staring out the window like a stranded lovesick sailor who longs for the 
shore. He seemed aware of my eyes boring into his back but did not turn around. ‘Do you 
want some coffee?’ I finally asked, pulling my cashmere shawl closer across my chest. ‘I’ll 
make some,’ he said and turned on his heel towards our kitchen.  
           
My heart sank. His coffee would give me cramps. He would add something to it, it would 
cause a stiffness in my joints and I would have to drink it all up and pretend that I suspect 
nothing. I had gone to see the doctor about these dizzy spells and dragging tiredness; and he 
had advised rest. He asked me whether I was under some sort of strain, whether things were 
alright at home? When he got no satisfactory response he said that since I suffered from 
chronic fatigue it would be unwise to exert myself in the garden as much as I did. I did not 
tell him that my garden was the only thing keeping me alive; and neither did I confess my 
suspicions about my husband. What could I have said – that my husband had resorted to slow 
poisoning because he wanted to get rid of me and be with someone else? 
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He came back with two cups of coffee and some biscuits on a plate. He was essentially a 
decent man, solicitous of my comfort even when he was no longer interested in me. It was 
only when I looked at his flinty eyes, hard as pebbles that his cold, clinical and detached 
manner sent me into shuddering convulsions. 
           
I knew for certain, that no cloying tenderness with him, no excessive sentimentality – he 
would drop me in a second if it suited him to do so. No preference for loyalty with him, no 
adherence to burdensome duty: he would forget in a heartbeat all that I had done for him once 
someone else caught his fancy. 
                                                                          * 
I had always noticed him looking at her and calculating his chances but I had thought that 
nothing would come of it. But that was before her birthday party. Her mother was organizing 
the catering, ably assisted by me, and there were games outside in the garden. But the birthday 
girl was missing. I climbed the stairs and stood on the landing outside the airing cupboard and 
listened to sounds from within which made my heart shrink. The glow of silence all around, 
dust motes skittering on the floor - the upper floor was almost wholly empty of people, 
everyone having gathered outside. The cupboard in the corner night as well have been placed 
the middle of the room. The throbbing pulse of the hallway, making the dust motes dance and 
the rooms weirdly animate as if all silently witnessing.  
          
I went downstairs trying to make as little noise as possible, and clutching the banisters as I 
feared I would fall otherwise. Then I waited for the days to pass, as one needs must. Hoping 
that if I looked away it wouldn’t exist; hoping to save my marriage. 
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He didn’t grow out of it, he didn’t get tired of her – if anything he grew more ardent. Fêtes 
held for the British in the public grounds, had him winning bottles of lemonade for her. And 
I saw him at one of the tea parties, behind some bushes, down on his knees, kissing her 
stomach, his arms around her waist, his mouth against the georgette fabric of her dress. 
        
It enraged me to see my husband reduced to this by this slip of a girl. I vowed revenge. I 
decided to befriend my husband’s mistress. We would be best friends until I could find a 
suitable opportunity. 
                                                                       *  
I did not pick up my coffee cup. Instead I said in as tender a voice as I could manage, ‘They 
might still come. They said they would try to make it if the rain stopped.’ He did not reply, 
nowadays he used to look at me as if I was a block of wood he had to find his way past. Out 
of civility he would make conversation, if not out of true consideration or regard, but his mind 
would remain elsewhere. 
          
‘Darling, could you get some of the fruit cake that I recently made? It’s in the cupboard.’ I 
knew he had a weakness for fruit cakes and I was not wrong as he stood up eagerly from the 
table. 
         
I had decided to bake this cake after finding that note in his evening jacket last week. It was 
his mistress’s writing and it said, ‘I cannot live without you.’ I, cannot, and live. 
‘It tastes funny,’ he said stuffing it into his mouth.  
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‘It has been a few days since I made it. Its damp from the rain,’ I answered. 
 
When it had had its effect and he had slumped on the table, I dragged his body out to the 
motor car and revved up the engine. I had never drugged anyone into unconsciousness before 
and my hands were shaking. The rain was falling very heavily making it difficult to see 
through the windshield. When I got to the sharp bend in the road, the wheels were getting 
stuck in the mud, and I got out of the car. I arranged him in the driving seat and pushed the 
car off the road.  
            
It seemed as if it took a long time to burst into flames. It careened into the air for a bit, before 
hitting some rocks below. It turned over and slid down some more before catching fire.    
           
As I walked back to the house, the rain erasing all footprints, turning everything into slush, I 
thought of what I would tell his mistress. I knew what I would tell her.  
          
I would say that it was she he had been driving to see when he fell to his death. I cannot live 
without you, she had written. If what she had written was true, I knew the effect my words 
would have on her. The difficult task was done. Now I needed to do nothing more than speak. 
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MEDEA 
 
I lay in bed and read the story of Medea. She was the daughter of King Aetees of Colchis and 
a powerful sorceress. She fell in love with Jason and helped him and his band of followers to 
steal the Golden Fleece. But Jason grew tired of her and started courting the daughter of the 
King of Corinth. He was not satisfied with what he had. He wanted more. And more. So he 
abandoned the woman who had loved and helped him and repaid her with ingratitude. 
                                                                         
In the evenings when it gets dark, the starlight reveals to me my own nightmares, and what I 
think I might be capable of. I huddle under the covers and burrow deep inside my book 
ignoring the dark around me. 
                                                                         *  
It was in autumn that I was invited to their house for dinner. I was still friendly with my ex-
husband because of ‘the children we jointly own’ as he told his new wife. Not that he cared a 
whit about the children, he had given me their full custody at the time of the divorce. But he 
did ring up from time to time to ask after them. 
 
On All Hallows Eve, he rang up to offer a cursory greeting and I told him that they were out. 
After trick and treat, the entire gang would have a sleepover at one their friends house, I said. 
‘Why don’t you come over for dinner?’ he had asked. It seemed very spur of the moment and 
I demurred but he insisted. ‘Cathy and me wouldn’t like the thought of you all lonesome in 
that dingy flat of yours.’ He could afford to call my flat dingy, as he had recently bought one 
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of those expensive cottages in the country. The ones with the thatched roof, and the obligatory 
creeper of roses by the front door.  
 
As I parked my car in his driveway, I could see through the window his wife sitting on a sofa. 
Seen through a plane of glass she appeared to be shimmering as if about to disappear, and I 
had to admit was looking lovely and luminous. She was wearing a dark green skirt and a white 
blouse with lace at the collar and was eating chocolate éclairs. She did nothing all day except 
plant flowers in the garden. Their garden was stocked with flowers and my ex-husband had 
complained to me about the gardening magazines she was always subscribing to. 
 
She greeted me cordially enough and invited me to sit beside her but did not pick up any of 
the chocolate wrappers she had strewn on the sofa. Her husband was left to do that. He bent 
and picked up the wrappers, cupping them in his hand and indicated that I could sit.  
 
I sat down placing my handbag between us but she didn’t appear to notice. She kept on 
looking around the room fretfully as if she wished to be somewhere else. She tucked her legs 
beside her and rubbed at the soles of her feet as if she had been walking and was very tired. 
Meanwhile her husband served us coffee. I took mine black but she asked for the whitener, 
and then suddenly jumped up and disappeared into the other room. I raised my eyebrows in 
exasperation at my ex-husband, but his face betrayed no response or acknowledgement and 
this stung me to the quick. 
 
She came into the room, her face all soft and shiny holding a tiny bundle swathed in blue. A 
baby boy. She kept on crooning at him as if the rest of us weren’t present and then finally 
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gave the baby to me to hold. She made a big show of relinquishing him with great care, her 
eyes never leaving his face. I bit my tongue to quell my irritation. Did she think I did not 
know how to hold a baby? This woman who did nothing all day but arrange flowers in vases 
and file her nails. 
 
I on the other hand had to work for my living. For some months after the divorce I had thought 
that I would lose the will to work. I could barely get myself out of bed and was prone to bouts 
of crying, and fear. My breathing would be shallow, and my breath would come in snatches. 
In the deep of the night I would fantasize killing his children whose responsibility he had 
heaped upon me. I could throttle them to death while they slept. Strangle them with pillows. 
Their death would only affect him, not me. He called up often to enquire after them which 
was proof of some love at least. As for me, nothing mattered to me anymore. Least of all 
them. They had merely been a means of cementing the marriage. But without him, my life 
was meaningless, everything was like ashes. In fact, I had begun to feel hatred for the children. 
Negative worrisome thoughts would plague my mind against these children who I suspected 
were unwanted by both of us. 
 
I also fantasized about killing his wife. I worked at the dispensary at the village hospital and 
it wasn’t like I couldn’t get hold of some poison. I thought of Medea who had revenged herself 
upon faithless Jason by sending his new bride poisoned garments as a wedding gift, and who 
then murdered the sons she herself had borne him because he loved his sons and she didn’t 
want him to have them, before fleeing away in a winged chariot. I was still thinking of Medea, 
when the baby started crying and I had to hand him back to his mother. 
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After dinner I was invited to sleep over at their place and I accepted. The bedroom they had 
put me in was a nursery my ex-husband was papering. A blue wallpaper with shooting stars, 
white clouds and crescent moons dotted across it. Chubby cherubs peeped from behind the 
clouds to sprinkle fairy dust upon the child no doubt. Beneficent blessings upon this baby. 
Upon a child who was loved this much. 
 
I realized that he had only married her after the baby was born. He had been asking me for a 
divorce since a long time but had only got desperate and violent after the girlfriend fell 
pregnant. She had been a typist at his office. He owned a small publishing firm and they used 
to work late evenings after everyone else had gone back home. I’m not sure whether she did 
any secretarial work for him because she didn’t seem like the type to toil late into the night. 
So I’m not sure  whether he got any work out of her, but she definitely undid the buttons of 
her blouse and let him put his mouth to her breast because that is how I caught them one 
evening. I had packed his dinner, roast chicken with stuffing, and bought it to the office one 
evening when he had called up to say that he would be working late. I didn’t want to check 
up on him, I had no suspicions, I simply felt proud of him working so hard and thought it my 
wifely duty to ensure that he had his dinner properly.  
 
Instead of me asking him for a divorce upon seeing him like this, he began to use the incident 
as an excuse for divorcing me and when I said no, wept, begged and pleaded with me. I 
somehow forced him to fire her, but maybe she was herself willing to relinquish her job. In 
any case she left her job with alacrity, though this did not help as they continued meeting at 
her flat. In the end he announced that she was pregnant, and when I asked ‘whether it was 
his?’ he slapped me across my face. He moved out of our house not long after that, and started 
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living with her. They began looking for a place of their own, and found a cottage not far from 
the railway station, in the very same village where we had lived together for a decade.  
 
I met him at our local pub once and he told me that he had found a house nearby. ‘I’ll catch 
my usual train to work,’ he said. I scratched his arms with my fingernails and clung to him 
begging that he stop the divorce proceedings and he tolerated me in patience for a while, 
before throwing a glassful of soda water in my face and walking out in a mighty huff. This is 
what sobered me finally and I stopped asking him to change his mind after this incident. I also 
avoided going to places in the village where I might bump into him and turned into a recluse. 
In fact, I would while away my time reading Emily Dickinson in the evenings. I was really 
getting into the spirit of things. 
 
They moved into their new house a week after their baby was born and married a month after. 
By this time I was back in his good graces and he seemed to have forgiven me. ‘Cathy feels 
very sorry for you,’ he told me. ‘If you ever need any help of any sort, you only need to ask,’ 
he said. I seized upon this chance to have a foothold in his life, I really could not bear not 
seeing him and said that I wanted us to remain friends and let bygones be bygones. I wanted 
no bitterness between us. He seemed fully inclined to agree and said that he was very glad 
that I was taking things so well. He did seem awfully relived and even hugged me when I 
came by one day with a housewarming present. We still seemed to have such good 
camaraderie between us, if only he hadn’t left me for that hazel eyed witch. 
 
When I awoke in the morning it was quite late. I came down to find the newly-weds kissing 
in the kitchen and they did not break apart even when they saw me. They were cooking 
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together, the Sunday roast they said, and I was welcome to join them for brunch as it was 
nearly noon. ‘No, I have to get back to the children,’ I said.  
 
‘They called me up to ask about you. They said that you had told them last night that you 
would be picking them up from Dan’s at nine in the morning and would be driving them back 
home. But that you hadn’t arrived,’ he said.  
 
I shrugged passing a hand across my brow. I considered telling him that I had lain awake 
terrified and panic stricken at the thought of how I was going to live out the remaining years 
of my life without him, but obviously how could I say anything with his wife wiping the 
kitchen counter right behind us? ‘I fell off to sleep very late. Have become a creature of the 
night I think,’ I said, grinning weakly. 
 
‘Anyway the kids are staying at Dan’s till lunch. You could save yourself the trouble of 
cooking by eating with us. Cathy won’t mind,’ he said.  
 
Tears sprung in my eyes suddenly. His wife’s name never left his lips. Why couldn’t I have 
him all to myself, I moaned inwardly. I felt like snatching the frying pan out of his wife’s 
hands and beating her over the head with it. ‘I’m going to sit in your garden,’ I said and 
walked outside. 
 
 
The flowers in her garden were in full bloom and their scent was heavy and thick. There was 
a garden hose coiled on the grass not far from the bench I was sitting on. I had an impulse to 
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turn the hose on and dunk my head under it. I sat on the bench enjoying the sun, and a little 
while later the child-bride arrived. She couldn’t be more than twenty-three I surmised. 
Beaming with health and vitality. She filled up an inflatable tub with water, and gently placed 
her baby in it. She bathed his small limbs tenderly, sprinkling water over his head and making 
him laugh. His mother would touch her nose to his and the baby would pull at her face. She 
also talked to me, not wanting me to be left out, telling me about the five sets of curtains they 
purchased for the nursery. And the matching rugs, and the quilts, and the wallpaper which 
they couldn’t agree on. Finally, they settled on a rather sober wallpaper, she confided. She 
took her baby’s hands in hers. Her husband shouted for her from inside the house and she 
tried to get to her feet, but the baby would not let go of her fingers. He clung fast. ‘Hold him 
for a sec, will you? I’ll just be back,’ she said flashing me a grateful smile. As soon as she 
was gone, I don’t know what came over me. Maybe it was the heat of the sun. Or perhaps the 
visions of endless rugs, drapes and pillows for this baby but almost before I knew what I was 
doing I had dunked the baby’s head under the water. Bubbles appeared at the surface of the 
water and the baby flailed his small hands in the air, sometimes accidentally striking my upper 
arms but I held fast and soon he stopped moving. I knew that he was dead.  
 
I got up from the grass and ran towards my car, fumbling with my keys, almost not knowing 
what I was doing. Not in control of myself or of the events. I drove off, my tyres making a 
screeching sound on the gravel which made the child-bride run out of the house. 
 
When I got to my house, I bolted the door of my flat behind me and went into my bathroom. 
I turned on the hot water tap. My own children were still safe at Dan’s house. I could not, like 
Medea, kill my own children but I had succeeded in killing the child he loved best, and though 
I could not harm his wife, the woman who had stolen him away from me, I could certainly 
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kill myself. Simply to show him how much I loved him. I brushed my hair, which is the colour 
of burnished copper, with a hairbrush and then picked up the razor. I would show him how 
he was everything. How my life was not worth living anymore without him in it. I lay in the 
warm bath and slit my wrists. As I drifted out of consciousness I heard someone banging on 
my front door. Finally. Finally I had succeeded in making him come for me. He had come for 
me. 
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KISS OF DEATH 
 
ACT 1: The Opening 
His wife was the dowdiest person I had ever seen. She stood on the edges of the groups that 
surrounded him at parties, twisting her handkerchief and looking miserable and out of place. 
A thin and plain looking woman; her face was all sharp gaunt angles and she had a slight 
squint that the discerning could see. It was plain that she had no head for clothes, and was 
always mute beside her garrulous husband. He on the other hand was widely admired and 
rightly so. Surrounded by a posse of admirers whenever I saw him, with the wife also in tow 
following like mute dumb servant, I instantly divined that getting rid of her would be no 
problem. What benefits could it bring me, to belong to a man who wielded such power and 
clout, the managing director of my company? 
 
The first time he made a move towards me was at the wedding of one of my co-workers. I 
was the maid of honour and he was one among the many invited. There I stood, waif-like in 
my satin, gauze and lace, and I could see that he was entranced. He came up to me straight 
after the ceremony. I was standing under a willow tree and there were leaves in my hair. He 
picked them out neatly one by one as I stood with a bent head. He then asked me why was it 
that he hadn’t noticed me around the offices before? He said he would like to buy me a drink 
this Saturday and when I gestured towards his wife who was sitting at the table refusing wine 
and fastidiously dabbing her lips with a napkin, he said, ‘That is all over. There is nothing left 
between us.’ 
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I looked over at her. She, who had never spoken a word in protest, and even now was silently 
watching as her husband flagrantly flirted with me and thought of how it was no surprise after 
all that he wanted to leave someone so pitiable. He was indeed too good for her and had finally 
wanted to go for someone less pathetic. Well, I could audition for the role of future spouse in 
that case. I needn’t waste any more thought on a woman who could not even defend her man 
from advances, I resolved. 
 
The bride and the bridegroom drove away over the bridge while all of us sat in the tent in the 
parklands, tired and rubbing our feet which were sore from all that dancing. I was helping 
myself to the remains of the cake when he came over again. His wife was nowhere to be seen. 
Perhaps she had already left with the wife of one of the other directors, they had certainly 
been sitting at the table together, looking like Laurel and Hardy. One of them plump wearing 
gold bracelets, the other thin wearing small diamonds in her ears. Both of them unattractive. 
 
He asked me if I wanted to take a walk down to the river. There was a small stream running 
through the park. We walked down the muddy slope, the brambles and the undergrowth 
getting fastened in my skirt while he patiently untangled them.  I had taken off my stilettoes 
and he was carrying them for me. He picked up some smooth white pebbles and threw them 
into a tiny pool of landlocked water – the ripples making bigger and bigger all-encompassing 
circles. I was content to just stand beside him watching the movement of the water. A little 
further on the stream picked up speed and the water gurgled, swift over smooth white rocks. 
He walked on, plucking flowers from the bushes and giving them to me to hold. I held them 
tight in my fist and tumbled behind. He moved the leafy branches of bushes out of my way 
and stood aside to let me pass. At one of these times he put his hand on the small of my back 
and I smoothed my skirt suddenly feeling nervous.  
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He walked under the bridge and took off his coat. Here the stream was almost a trickle but 
the ground was muddy and stones cool under the shade of the bridge. He pulled me towards 
him and I was like a ball of thread unspooling in his arms. As I lay down the stones under my 
back felt sharp and uncomfortable but I did not mind. 
 
                                                      ACT 2: The Exposition 
 
Our courtship was fast and furious. Furtive meetings, stolen moments, abrasions on skin the 
evidence of the snatches of time spent together. The welts of love. 
 
The courtship which had started with the usual wining and dining, progressing to protracted 
lunch hours spent in hotel rooms, where rumpled sheets did not need tidying, was for a while 
sufficient for him. But then he couldn’t help taking greater risks and I also couldn’t help 
becoming greedier. His wife’s sister had just had a baby so his wife was going to visit her 
sister for the weekend, he said. Would I like to come over to his place Friday after work, he 
asked? 
 
I tottered in my high heels as I walked on the gravel path beside his immaculate garden, and 
wasn’t sure of how to feel about what we were doing when I saw him hurry out of the house 
towards me, jubilant and demonstrative, his arms stretched out to take my bags. In his dining 
room there were bouquets of flowers everywhere and glasses of champagne on the table and 
strawberries. 
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We were quite drunk when we stumbled into his bedroom. A few days ago I had bought a 
wedding ring for myself. A thin gold band supporting a diamond in the center. I wore it on a 
chain around my neck, I had planned that I would shift it to my finger when he asked me to 
marry him. I was always full of plans. Now I took it off my neck as it was plainly a wedding 
ring and I didn’t want him to see it and get curious. It might lead to questions the answers to 
which he wasn’t ready to hear just yet I had gauged. I wrapped the ring and the gold chain in 
my handkerchief that I had been clutching in my hand but couldn’t see my purse anywhere 
just for the moment. I quickly put it in the drawer next to his bed just as he was coming in. I 
don’t know why I chose the drawer; I must have been confused because of the champagne.   
 
We spent the whole of Saturday in his bed, dazed with the heat of the afternoon sun filtering 
through his curtains, our senses blunted with so much satisfaction.     
 
I realized with a feeling of glee that even the sacrosanct marital bed wasn’t above our love: 
its sanctity easily superseded by our need to be together. In any case I couldn’t imagine him 
having conjugal relations with his wife. She of the sharp pointed chin. I knew he was no 
longer in love with her; he considered any matrimonial duty a cumbersome chore. Perhaps he 
shut his eyes revolted by her and imagined my beautiful body spread eagled beneath him. 
  
The next day also we would have lounged around picking at noodles and eating fried chicken 
straight from takeaway cartons but I put my foot down and told him that I would cook him a 
proper lunch. It was while looking for utensils in his wife’s kitchen that I finally began feeling 
guilty. I felt as if it was an act of usurpation beyond reasonable allowance; some vital sin, an 
unforgivable transgression. I worked speedily, desperate to be out of there, out of so intimate 
 
211 
 
a space where another woman perhaps spent hours. I swiftly cut carrots and broccoli sliding 
them in a shallow pan of boiling water. Peeled the skins of boiled potatoes and mashed them 
with a spoon and finally poured the oil into the frying pan.  
 
It was while I was frying the rasher, the eggs, and the mushrooms that he sneaked up from 
behind and put his arms around me. For the first time I didn’t like it and was jittery. I struggled 
to get out from the stronghold of his arms but he wouldn’t let me. Finally, I managed to make 
him let go of me and sat him down at the table. Even before he had taken his first bite he 
starting complimenting my cooking skills, in an extravagant profuse manner, like an 
automaton. I stood in the kitchen and recited to myself the way to a man’s heart like a 
primitive incantation, an impervious charm. He didn’t wait for the Yorkshire puddings, I was 
still preparing the batter when he told me to leave it and carried me straight to bed. What 
followed was the most delightful afternoon and I heaved a sigh of relief secure in the 
knowledge that things were on the right track. We planned to get together again midweek. He 
can’t get enough of me, I thought. 
                                                                         * 
Our usual rendezvous spots lacked charm and novelty now; they seemed like a come down, 
an anti-climax. Both of us felt it and held hands when we exited our usual Hotel the week 
after. We held hands to console ourselves, to prevent the dissatisfaction from taking hold, and 
it worked because by the time we reached the car park we wanted each other again. There 
were suits he had collected from the dry cleaners in the morning stacked on the backseat but 
he flung them in the front. They fell haphazard and he reached out a hand to straighten them 
but I was already undoing the buttons of his shirt. 
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The days in the office, the week after that memorable weekend at his house, were spent in a 
daze of distraction and daydreams. I diligently dolled myself up every morning but never even 
noticed the necklace missing from my neck.    
 
                                                        ACT 3: The Closing 
 
Things have a way of getting jinxed even when one has done nothing wrong. Even when all 
one has wanted is to love a man the best one can and in doing so save him from his dreary 
wife things do not go as planned. This is how the denouement went - the handkerchief that I 
forgotten in his wife’s drawer had my initials embroidered on it and a pattern of pink roses 
below the initials. His wife, quick to recognise that such a handkerchief could only belong to 
a woman and that it wasn’t one of her own, dangled what she thought was a pendant in front 
of him. ‘I found this stashed in my drawer. Has it been left deliberately by you or your mistress 
for me to find?’ she asked. She assumed that it was a deliberate ploy by us to push her so that 
she would ask for a divorce. She was very ready to do it – apparently she was incensed, the 
repressed feelings must all have come bubbling out. She wanted to call her lawyers 
straightaway but he begged and pleaded wanting another chance. He could see, I guess that if 
caught out on the charge of adultery he would be liable to pay a heavy maintenance. 
 
He wanted to break it off with me. I was not surprised; I had changed my mind about his wife 
– who would want to leave someone so pliant who put up with so much? But it still rankled 
that he agreed with his wife, he was of the same opinion as her – he also thought that I had 
left it there purposely to create complications in his life. He accused me of selfishness, and of 
being a wilful obstruction to his happily married life.  
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This was the first I had heard of this so called happy married state! He also said that he loved 
his wife and would never leave her. He said he wouldn’t allow her to leave either. This act on 
his part of making it look like he stayed with her because he couldn’t live without her as 
opposed to it being because she was a doormat – filled me with further bitterness. 
 
The third thing which rankled was the foiling of my careful plans by such a small mistake. I 
knew that if we hadn’t got exposed so early, and I had got more time with him, I would have 
been able to get him attached to me, get him round to my point of view and then he would 
have left her. But this premature exposure, this wrench in the works, when I had worked so 
hard for him body and soul – this really got to me. 
 
I felt upset that I had invested so much of myself in this and got nothing back. I also wanted 
to hurt him as I had been hurt by his failure to choose me over his wretched wife. I felt 
increasingly, with a slow build-up of rage, that he had exploited me for his own gratification. 
I complained to the Board – sexual harassment by a superior holding power over me, undue 
pressure, force – all these were the charges I wrote in my complaint and when the Board 
seemed slow to take action accusing me of overreaction I went to a local non-governmental 
organization which had been set up to defend the rights of women. I was dismissed from my 
workplace of course but not before I had dragged his good name through the mud, the 
women’s organization arranged for me to be interviewed by the local newspaper. Once I 
realized that he had used his clout to get me dismissed, I went to the Police station and filed 
an FIR against him – assault, molestation, outraging the dignity of a woman. 
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Life was not peaceful for him after his attempt to get something for nothing out of me. I felt 
sorry for his wife though. I wondered what all she would be putting up with since I last saw 
her. I read in the newspaper one day that a television actor, almost semi famous, a well-known 
comedian had been shot dead by his wife. She fired the two shots while he was sleeping. Some 
men do get what they deserve I guess. I wanted something like this to happen to him too. This 
was what I waited for, that one day the wife he had left me for, would come into the room as 
he slept and shoot him twice through the heart. 
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SMOKING KILLS! 
 
 Meera Saini’s husband owned a travel boutique and employed three girls to deal with the 
customers. He himself sat in his air-conditioned office and counted the money. He never went 
in on the weekends though the office was open on Saturdays and Sundays too (he employed 
different girls for the weekend shifts). But recently he had started to go to work on Saturdays 
too. On one such Saturday when he was supposed to be at work, Meera Saini saw him kissing 
another woman in the multiplex where she had gone to see a movie. 
 
Meera recognised the woman he was kissing. It was her bosomy neighbour Veena Patel who 
with her low-cut blouses and sashaying walk had no doubt enticed her poor unsuspecting 
husband. It struck Meera that she should go and accost her husband. His superior, lofty 
manner had often grated on her nerves and the pleasure of catching him red-handed in some 
wrong-doing almost obliterated the pain of his infidelity. She was about to pelt them with her 
popcorn so that they could look back, and she could then start hurling abuse, but something 
stopped her. It was the consciousness that her husband did not approve of her going to the 
pictures. He found the whole business of watching movies, especially the portions which had 
other people making love on screen, sordid and somewhat faintly corrupt. Meera had tried 
telling home that she was interested in the entire plot, that it was the story for which she went 
to the cinema, not for that but he did not believe her. Meera trying to accommodate her 
husband’s wishes - and wishing to give the impression of an ideal, wholesome wife, not 
interested in sex, docile and compliant - had asserted that for his sake she would give up 
watching movies.  
 
216 
 
 
 
What she meant was that she would give up watching them openly. Covertly, and behind her 
husband’s back – on weekdays when he was at office – she would watch the matinee shows. 
Sated, and bloated with the images, stories and the love lives of others - her days would be 
spent contentedly, the mundane tiresome chores all made bearable. 
 
Till now she had never risked a Saturday. But then this new movie had released with her 
favourite actor, it had opened to a packed house on Friday and received what could only be 
called rave reviews. Meera had been amiss in not booking her place in time for Friday but did 
not see why she had to wait till Monday to see her sweetheart on screen. 
 
My husband will be very angry if he knows that I defied his instructions, thought Meera 
wretchedly. Finally, she decided to duck down behind the seat in front of her, crawl on her 
hands and knees on the floor, apologising to everyone whom she discomfited, and to exit from 
the side door.  
 
When her husband finally came home for dinner, whistling a tune from that same newly 
released movie (which Meera couldn’t even see till the interval due to him) she felt 
heartbroken at the wrong done to her. She emptied an entire sachet of chilli powder in the 
curry and stirred it vigorously. Then she decided that she would not feed this to her hapless 
husband but to Veena who had pretended to be her friend. How many times had Meera 
borrowed a rolling pin from her when she couldn’t find her own! How many times had she 
listened to Veena’s grievances: the weight gain, the limp hair – their conversations timed to 
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the whistle of Meera’s pressure cooker - once the dal was done, Veena would always be 
invited to eat at her house and to regale her with more tales of her college life.  
 
She had not known that this Veena was a viper in disguise! Now she would set this slip of a 
girl right. She scribbled a short note inviting Veena to lunch next week and slipped in through 
the slit in her door meant for letters. When she came back from Veena’s flat next door, Mr 
Saini who was done eating, tried to take her in his arms and dance with her around the room, 
but Meera was not in the mood and she told him that he smelt of onions. 
 
The day that Meera had chosen was Wednesday because she knew that that day Veena would 
be free of college by one o’ clock. Verna came with her folder full of sketches which she flung 
on Meera’s sofa and started talking about an exhibition that she wanted to take Meera to. 
Despite her surface aplomb, she frequently broke off mid-chatter to bite at her nails out of 
nervousness. 
 
Meera was in the bathroom trying on a choker pendant. A well-dressed woman can always 
hold her own against other women, her mother had once told her, and in deference to this 
wisdom Meera braided some flowers in her hair. Meera saw in the mirror that Veena was 
staring intently at a book of paintings she held in her hands. The written text seemed simply 
a few sentences but Veena did not turn the page and kept staring at the reproductions of the 
paintings. 
 
At the last minute Meera decided that her nail paint looked too garish for the hands. The red 
colour suited her fair toes but she did not like it on her fingernails. She poured some acetone 
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from a bottle into some cotton she tore from a roll and started rubbing at her nail polish. She 
threw the acetone soaked cotton in the toilet and hurried out to Veena. 
 
 
‘Meera, you cannot even be on time for a lunch that you are hosting in your own house!’ 
Veena was exclaiming seeing her hurry about. Meera placed the steaming bowl of chilli 
chicken curry in the middle of the table and a jar of handmade pumpkin chutney next to it. 
 
Veena took a cigarette out of her bag. This was a new habit she had taken up. She was trying 
to cultivate a bohemian image but was not quite successful – self-consciousness would 
overtake her. Seeing Meera’s forbidding expression she said, ‘I’ll just retouch my kajal,’ and 
went to the bathroom. Meera heard her overturning a bucket, and then she heard the sound of 
a window opening. The small one high on the wall, Meera could make out. She has gone to 
smoke, Meera realised with relief. 
 
Her initial plan to burn her rival’s mouth with chillies and then denouncing her, confronting 
her with the knowledge of her misdeeds – did not seem quite attractive now. Meera did not 
see how she could pull it off. It would mean bringing up a matter too painful for her to admit, 
and what could she say now that Veena herself did not have the decency to abstain from 
another woman’s husband? She might have a sense of triumph about the entire matter, she 
might not appreciate values of personal honour and right action. 
 
Meera sat wringing her hands, feeling more and more unsure about what she had undertaken. 
Suddenly there came the sound of an explosion from the bathroom. Meera ran to the door, 
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which had been left unlocked, and flung it open. Veena lay sprawled on the ground, she had 
slipped on a bar of soap (startled by the explosion probably) and broken her neck against the 
metal bathtub. 
 
 
Meera looked at the cigarette butts floating in the toilet bowl, and the acetone soaked tissue 
and understood the cause of the flames instantly. She sat at the edge of the bathtub, balancing 
precariously and looking at the lifeless face of her former friend she recalled the first time she 
had met Veena. She was carrying a big bag of groceries, fleshy ripe tomatoes, small potato 
spuds, cauliflower, cabbage and cucumbers. She had difficulty holding the door to her flat 
open and simultaneously heaving in the bag of food. Meera had hurried over and held the 
door open for her. That is when she had noticed with a shock that the girl had an unlit cigarette 
dangling from her lips. Veena had seemed to enjoy her shock, and seemed to receive it with 
satisfaction, and so the cautionary warning that she had been about to convey had died on 
Meera’s lips. When Mr Saini came home, he staggered back in fright seeing Veena’s body. 
He looked questioningly at his wife, who was sitting on the edge of the bathtub looking 
thoughtful, her chin in the cup of her hand. ‘Smoking kills!’ she said.  
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NOTE: 
Extracts from Perils and Pleasures – ‘Crocuses in Spring, 1958’, ‘An Illicit Intimacy’, 
‘Medea’ and ‘Kiss of Death’ have appeared in print. The author would like to thank the editors 
of the various magazines in which these stories have appeared.  
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Part Two: Critical Commentary 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
In Canadian short fiction writer Alice Munro’s short story ‘The Peace of Utrecht’ - a story 
which she considers ‘a breakthrough in terms of use of personal material’ (Ross 58) she 
mentions a ‘Gothic mother’ (Munro, DHS 200). This is the only time the word ‘Gothic’ is 
used in the text of this debut collection1 but it gives an indication of Munro’s themes to come.2 
Margaret Atwood was one of the first critics to notice Gothic elements in Munro’s work and 
commented of the Lives of Girls and Women that Munro is ‘creating a stylized world of Gothic 
grotesques’ (193). Coral Ann Howells in her book-length critical study of Munro was another 
critic to assert that ‘if Munro discovered her voice with Dance of the Happy Shades, she 
discovered her genre with Something I’ve Been Meaning to Tell You’ (14). This ‘genre’ was 
one of secrecy and camouflage, silence and lies, the threats to her hard-headed protagonists 
from deception, repression, guilt, fear, shame, sudden violence or betrayals, manipulations, 
invasive kin, conformist townspeople and from the ‘beast let loose, the evil we can run up 
against in communities and families’ (Munro, ‘What is Real?’ 226). Hermione Lee stated of 
Munro’s work, ‘the slow-burning fuse that is a Munro story frequently hides, then exposes, 
something violent, shameful or sensational. Down-and-out characters struggling on the edges, 
psychopathic killers, vindictive children or vengeful old people, abused women, passionately 
self-abnegating lovers, irresponsible adulterers, horrible acts of cruelty, startlingly show up 
inside these domestic, realistic narratives.’3 Such themes and such protagonists along with the 
                                                          
1 The stories which make up this volume were written over a period of fifteen years.  
2 For a fuller discussion please see Belyea, Andy. ‘Redefining the Real: Gothic Realism in Alice Munro’s Friend 
of my Youth.’ M.A. Thesis. Queen’s University, 1998.  
3 <http://www.nybooks.com/articles/archives/2015/feb/05/alice-munros-magic/> (accessed 8 June 2015) 
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Gothic devices and narrative techniques of embedded narratives, letters, diaries, nightmares, 
dreams, and the return of the past lend to Munro’s stories a core of mystery.4 
 
Ajay Heble says that ‘Munro’s desire to work within yet go beyond the inherited conventions 
of realistic fiction5 reflects her conception of the dual nature of reality. For Munro, human 
lives are at once ordinary and mysterious and for us to be unable to see this is one of our 
greatest impoverishments. In her texts, then, reason gets a ‘royal beating’ precisely because 
it evokes a blindness to the mystery that is all around us. It goes a-tumbling because we finally 
cannot ‘get at’ the complexities of human experience’ (6). James Carscallen evokes 
something of the same sentiment when he says of Munro that, ‘her work offers us the great 
human myths, but as half-concealed both from the characters themselves and from the readers 
behind a surface ordinariness which seems anything but mythical’ (foreword viii). It is the 
Gothic which has always been associated with a sense of mystery and the supernatural, and it 
is Gothic texts which display an adherence to romance conventions.6    
                   
Munro’s classification as a diarist of daily life has more to do with the history of literary 
criticism in Canada than with the author’s artistic vision or practice. The 1960’s when 
Munro’s work first appeared, was, according to Colin Hill ‘Canada’s most nationalistic 
decade’ (9). The ‘febrile’ romanticism of early prairie literature was regarded as naïve, the 
lack of a distinct national identity felt as a vacuum, and realists who represented modern 
Canada were held to be relevant. Munro’s photographic recording of small town life lead to 
her inclusion in this group of relevant realists. Munro herself enabled such a canonization by 
stating, ‘It seems to me very important to be able to get at the exact tone or texture of how 
                                                          
4 See Gothic novels The Romance of the Forest, and The Mysteries of Udolpho which established mystery as a 
key element of Gothic texts. 
5 Ian Watt lists these conventions in his seminal study of the realist novel - The Rise of the Novel. 1957.  
6 See Carl Jung’s theory of the archetypes, and the collective unconscious. 
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things are’ (Gibson 241). Few after that could dispute this writer being thought of as anything 
other than, first and foremost, a realist writer. But what about the thematic strands7 in her 
work? Alisa Cox notes of Munro’s fiction that, ‘her stories incorporate chilling accounts of 
violence and misdeeds’ and that she has ‘a penchant for the gothic’ (3). Munro’s work also 
evokes feminist concerns8 which is another factor playing into the assessment of her work. 
Magdalene Redekop says that ‘the erasure of women’s lives in the histories written by men 
forms an implicit but a powerful feature of Munro’s fiction’ (29). This is a claim supported 
by Helen Hoy who says that ‘not unexpectedly for a woman writer, Munro gives voice to 
what is muted, unremarked or silenced in society’ (5). In Munro’s work there is always a 
sense of oppression and concealment which evokes shadings of a distorted reality. Women in 
her work gain power through crooked means and womanly wiles - as the straightforward grant 
of power is not permitted in the small towns she depicts.9 But this leads to many complications 
for her protagonists. Punter says that the ‘riven and the tortured mind has been with Gothic 
since its beginnings’ (190) – this is certainly also true of Munro’s protagonists and in her 
fiction - an ordinary life which is rooted in dread, terror, paranoia, humiliation and anxiety is 
not very ordinary after all. Thus, Munro improves upon her realist practice by darkly nuancing 
and expanding realism’s thematic repertoire. A prominent feature of Munro’s fiction is this 
that in her work such dark places of the psyche find an appropriate corollary in the natural 
world: Heble says that ‘ordinary objects in Munro’s world can at any moment become sinister 
or threatening – pots can show malice, patterns of linoleum can leer up at you, treachery is on 
the other side of dailiness’ (5).  
                  
                                                          
7 The importance of theme in a short story cannot be underestimated. Every short story must have a point 
(Smith & Kachelries, 2008).  
8 Similar to Fay Weldon, Alice Munro was considered in the 1970’s both literary and politically relevant.  
9 Munro’s observations on women in small-town Canada are contained in the story ‘Hired Girl.’ Even in ‘View 
from Castle Rock’ she has a character Mary voice an opinion: ‘She thinks that women like Agnes – men’s 
women, mother women - lead an appalling life. First with what the men do to them, and then what the 
children do, coming out’ (36).  
 
225 
 
This could be because protagonists see the world through the lens of guilt - or in their quest 
to make something of themselves unknowingly indulge in an irrational rejection of natural 
order. Sometimes deception and camouflage plays a great role. Frequently, Munro’s 
characters indulge in the ‘taboo’ and are haunted by the ‘unspeakable’: unspoken secrets and 
unnatural silences cause agitation and sudden loss of control. Katrin Berndt says that 
‘Munro’s focus on hidden, suppressed desires and destructive dreads are all discernible 
Gothic strains. They relate to the Gothic obsession with the dark mysteries in subconscious 
levels of experience’ (3). Thus, the real unalterable core, in all writing considered to be 
Gothic, is fear being a primary motivation for the characters’ actions. 
                    
In my own fiction what Berndt calls ‘Gothic’ strains are equally present. Though the stories 
are primarily realist stories giving painstaking attention to creating the world ‘as it is’ rather 
than relying on outdated romance conventions – still the character’s struggles, dilemmas, 
perceptions and acts are all ‘Gothic’ in nature. The psychological aberrations the characters 
suffer are frequently the product of creating and upholding a distorted reality, and the fight is 
with the enemy who lies within.10     
 
1.1. The Gothic 
 
The Gothic as a mode of writing has been with us for a long time. The 1764 publication of 
The Castle of Otranto introduced the reader to this way of seeing the world and the fascination 
it has exerted over readers though not consistent has been recurrent, with the form or the genre 
regularly lying dormant before exploding into popular imagination yet again. We can see this 
in the current popularity enjoyed by vampire novels in young adult fiction. Margaret Atwood 
                                                          
10 For a fuller, comprehensive discussion of the murderous death drive in Alice Munro’s fiction see Tomasz 
Sikora’s journal article ‘Shockingly Like, and Unlike, Home’: Gothic Realism in the Progress of Love’, 2016.   
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says of the Gothic – ‘the lure of the unmentionable, the mysterious, the buried, the forgotten, 
discarded, the taboo’ (218). Jacqueline Howard lists the following as essential features of the 
European Gothic – ‘the setting of a remote castle, monastery, or a gloomy house with its 
confining crypts, vaults, and underground passage-ways, particular character types such as 
the persecuted heroine, tyrannical parent, villainous monk, Faustian over-reacher, or vampire-
like apparition . . . plot devices such as dreams, mysterious portents, animated portraits or 
statues, magic mirrors, and the like . . . narrative techniques such as framed and embedded 
stories, letters, diaries, or broken-off manuscripts, which allow forgotten information or 
secrets from the past to resurface disturbingly into the present’ (13). 
                  
 
Fred Botting asserts of Gothic texts that ‘their concern is with vice: protagonists are selfish or 
evil; adventures involve decadence or crime’ (2). The settings are isolated and frequently 
haunted; spooks, ancient prophecies, and ancestral curses abound. The representation of 
nature also, in Gothic fiction, veers between ‘domesticated and dangerous forms. Landscapes 
stress isolation and wilderness, evoking vulnerability, exposure and insecurity. Mountains are 
craggy, inaccessible and intimidating; forests shadowy, impenetrable; moors windswept, 
bleak and cold. Nature appears hostile, untamed and threatening: again darkness, obscurity 
and barely contained malevolent energy, reinforce atmospheres of disorientation and fear’ (4). 
Even if these conventions are adapted to historical circumstances, and to place: the mood of 
Gothic fiction must always, according to Margot Northey be one of ‘terror and gloom’ along 
with ‘an element of horrifying grotesqueness’ (4). Thus the ‘Gothic’ - as a flexible and elastic 
term - has been subject to many interpretations by various critics. The definition that is 
followed in this thesis, the sense in which the term is used, is that given by Margot Northey - 
‘Gothic refers to the subjective view of the dark side of life, seen through the distorting mirror 
of the self with its submerged levels of psychic and spiritual experiences’ (6). I should also 
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mention here that Gothic texts have found themselves as extremely susceptible to qualifiers 
for example, ‘classic Gothic’, ‘female Gothic’, ‘Canadian Gothic’, ‘Post-Colonial Gothic’ etc. 
On the continent of North America, for example, the Gothic has adapted itself into three 
different genres.  
                
The American Gothic, very different from the European Gothic in not being a form of lurid, 
escapist fiction but rather a social commentary on dislocations (such as the massacre of Native 
Americans and slavery) incorporates and reflects several important social issues. The 
Southern American Gothic, on the other hand, with its interest in the grotesque, and in extreme 
states of mind and action combined with its derelict and decaying settings is a genre which 
exposes the decay of society and its struggle with the ‘horrifying impress of the past’ (Llyod-
Smith 61). But keeping in mind the limits of this practise-based thesis and the overlapping 
narrative conventions of the different genres (which make a discussion of the different 
subgenres superfluous, and strictly theoretical) I refrain from producing a list of Gothic 
subgenres based on place (though a short note on Southern Ontario Gothic follows) but rather 
prefer to see Gothic writing more as a mode or a style. A mode, form, or style which has the 
constant of frenzy, fear, anxiety, or dread in common across its subgenres, and also its 
preoccupation with the exposure of a derelict or perverse state of being or society. Its themes 
of pathological states of mind, extreme emotion, action or reaction, paranoia, guilt, craven 
desire, monstrous excess, deformity, trauma or an imperilled heroine’s loss of self as she 
searches for clues to her identity expose gendered, religious, and political hypocrisies in 
societies. 
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1.2. Southern Ontario Gothic 
 
Atwood delineated ‘survival’ to be the cornerstone of writing from Canada ever since its 
inception in her path-breaking study of Canadian literature. The accounts of early settlers 
(such as Susanna Moodie’s gothic autobiography of frontier life) described the ongoing fight 
with the ‘haunted’ and the ‘menacing’ landscape which most immigrants to Canada 
experienced. With the passage of time however physical survival was no longer a prominent 
topic in Canadian texts; the focus having shifted to the psychological horror experienced in 
the small Canadian towns – the ‘mood of supressed violence in a hard-working and insular 
community’ (Cox 3) and - to the anonymity experienced in Canadian cities where the existing 
feelings of dislocation, alienation, fragmentation, and emptiness could not be portrayed 
without falling into use of Gothic imagery and conventions. Justin D. Edwards referring to 
the anonymity provided by Canadian cities posits that Gothic eruptions arise ‘once the fear of 
the forbidden and the repression of unauthorized urges are stripped away’ (72). Howells says 
that there are ‘distinctive features of Canadian gothic which emerge out of its colonial history, 
its traditions of regional difference, and its ethnically and racially diverse postcolonial present. 
Though there are no feudal castles and ruined monasteries nor decadent Southern mansions, 
nevertheless those traditionally Gothic spaces are transformed into humbler forms of 
entrapment in the claustrophobic small town, while city streets become psychological 
labyrinths inhabited by dissident and alienated outsiders. Wilderness Gothic may be the 
Canadian mode but even that is being constantly refigured’ (‘Canadian’ 112-113). 
                    
In Alice Munro’s fiction, set mainly in fictionalized versions of real towns in Canada, 
unexpected horrors are exposed.11 These do not come from the uncivilized wilderness, but 
                                                          
11 For a fuller discussion see Vancoppernolle, Elisa. ‘Haunted Families: Gothic Realism in Alice Munro’s Too 
much happiness.’ M.A. Thesis. University of Ghent, 2010.   
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from the sudden outbreak of violence and hysteria in small communities. Thus, as inhabitants 
become more concerned with spiritual survival instead of simple physical survival – this shift 
gets reflected in the country’s fiction. The struggle of the early settlers with the untamed 
wilderness is not what produces the Gothic texts anymore. It’s ‘the elements in a person’s 
own nature that threaten him from within’ (Atwood 33) which informs the current Gothic 
output from Canada.   
                
The horror of a confining crypt or castle gives way in ‘Southern Ontario Gothic’ to 
psychological terror where protagonists wrestle with fear of unmanageable proportions and 
with the enemy who lies within. Conformist townspeople, moral hypocrisy, social 
disapproval, oppressive relationships, enforced silence, buried secrets and repressed guilt only 
serve to exacerbate the protagonists’ anxiety with sudden devastating consequences. Munro 
said when interviewed by Gibson, ‘the part of country I come from is absolutely Gothic, you 
can’t get it all down’ (Gibson 248). Robertson Davies comments, ‘in this country which is 
thought to be so dull, the grotesque and the strange are very present and Gothic goings-on are 
found in every part of the country’ (Davies 254).  
                   
Alice Munro, has primarily recorded and written about Huron County, a region which Ross 
describes as ‘conservative, conscious of decorum yet prone to sudden injury and violent 
death’ (21). Munro describes it as having ‘a rural culture with strong Scots-Irish background 
… that has become fairly stagnant. With a big sense of righteousness. But with big bustings-
out and grotesque crime. And ferocious sexual humour and the habit of getting drunk and 
killing each other off on the roads … I always think the country I was born and brought up in 
is full of event and emotions and amazing things going on all the time’ (Interview, Hancock 
93). Such an exaggerated intensity of emotion and will has always been a characteristic feature 
of the Gothic, as have the twin themes of sin and death. 
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It is to be noted though that despite the affinity that Canadian writers feel for romanticism, 
and the Gothic, realist writing is the dominant mode of writing in Canada currently. Berndt 
claims that ‘early Anglophone Canadian writers adopted aesthetic categories of romanticism, 
such as the sublime and the picturesque, to appeal to a predominantly British audience, the 
past five decades of postmodern Canadian literature have seen the successful invention and 
establishment of genuine literary features and artistic characteristics. Today, distinguishing 
qualities of Canadian writing are motifs such as regionalism and ethnicity, and the emphasis 
on Canada's transcultural national identity’ (2). 
                  
In Munro’s writing though additional motifs can also be found. In an interview given in 
November 1986 Munro said that she believes that through her writing she hopes ‘to organize 
experience, to organize reality’ and ‘to express another dimension in it that is felt to be 
there.’12 
 
1.3 Munro as a Realist Writer 
 
Traditionally Alice Munro has been categorized by critics to be a realist writer. The critical 
part of this thesis attempts not to undermine that view since Munro does write realist fiction 
(though it is to be noted that her realism is juxtaposed with autobiography) but to put what 
John Moss calls her ‘heightened realism’ in a new perspective, and to trace and record in her 
short fiction thematic concerns which would more properly belong to Gothic texts and her 
recurrent leanings towards the utilisation of Gothic archetypes. As to the question of 
autobiographical elements in her realist fiction: in an interview given to John Metcalf, Munro 
                                                          
12 This interview has been mentioned in Alice Munro: An Annotated Bibliography of Works and Criticism / 
compiled by Carol Mazur; edited by Cathy Moulder. – Lanham, Md.: Scarecrow Press, 2007 
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claimed that her work is completely autobiographical ‘in emotion’ but not ‘in incident’ 
(MacKendrick 61). 
              
Ian Watt explains the origin of the term ‘realism’ in his seminal study The Rise of the English 
Novel: Studies in Defoe, Richardson and Fielding (1957). It originated from the French word 
realisme which was an antonym of idealism. In realist fiction ‘the plot has to be acted out by 
particular people in particular circumstances, rather than, by general human types against a 
background primarily determined by the appropriate literary convention’ (Watt 15).  Thus 
realist fiction offers a privileging of personal experience, personal value over social value.  
As an antonym of idealism it depicts life as it is instead of life as it should be. 
              
The commonly held view is that the work of realist fiction ‘tends to eschew the elevated 
subject matter of tragedy in favour of the quotidian; the average, the commonplace, the middle 
classes and their daily struggles with the mean verities of everyday existence - these are the 
typical subject matters of realism.’13 Another distinguishing feature is that ‘realism can never 
fully offer up the world in all its complexity, its irreducible plenitude. Its verisimilitude is an 
effect achieved through the deployment of certain literary and ideological conventions which 
have been invested with a kind of truth value. The use of an omniscient narrator who gives us 
access to a character's thoughts, feelings and motivations, for example, is a highly formalized 
convention that produces a sense of psychological depth; the characters seem to have "lives" 
independent of the text.’14  
              
Another of the foremost conventions of realist writing is the faithful depiction of setting in 
the service of the mimetic depiction of reality. No matter where the novel or the work of short 
fiction is set, the setting should be faithfully recreated, so that the dramas of the characters’ 
                                                          
13 <http://www2.iath.virginia.edu/elab/hfl0254.html > (accessed 7 July 2015) 
14<http://www2.iath.virginia.edu/elab/hfl0254.html> (accessed 7 July 2015)  
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ends up feeling relatable as opposed to fantastical, and so that the reader can identify with the 
everyman protagonists’ commonly found in realist fiction. 
               
Alice Munro faithfully replicates or is true to settings in her fiction. The towns such as 
Tuppertown, Jubilee, Hanratty, Dagleish, and Carstairs are fictionalized versions of real 
places. They mimic real small towns in rural Canada like Wingham, Clinton and Goderich. 
The sense of community found in small towns and the surrounding rural countryside is 
painstakingly evoked and so are the humdrum struggles and the preoccupations of her 
protagonists. It is to be noted though that with the passage of time as Munro has travelled she 
has set her fiction in other parts of the world too (for example in Brisbane - she was the writer-
in residence at the University of Queensland, and in Italy - where she went on holiday.) The 
title story in The View from Castle Rock is an imaginative history of her ancestors and is set 
in Scotland. 
                 
The axiom that all great art is universal must have been intended for a writer like Alice Munro 
for the universal nature of Munro’s work has often been commented upon. This is a writer, 
whose work is not culturalist, it is not interested in ‘valorizing the first-hand observation and 
textual representation of group-based difference’ (Elliott xiii) instead the concerns are 
universal and non-sectarian. In an interview with Harold Horwood in 1984 Munro said that 
she keeps political causes separate from her writing. Howells noting the universality of 
Munro’s appeal claims (of Munro’s fiction) that ‘these stories could be (set) anywhere – any 
small town, any farmhouse’ (3) in the world; before giving a quote from Munro herself 
regarding her so-called regional status: ‘A lot of people think that I’m a regional writer. And 
I use the region where I grew up a lot. But I don’t (write) to show the kind of things that 
happen in a certain place. These things happen and the place is part of it. But in a way it’s 
incidental’ (Howells 3). Munro reiterates this sentiment of hers in an interview with Tim 
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Struthers where she says that, ‘I never think that I’m writing a story about Wingham (in 
particular) or I’m writing a story about a Southwestern Ontario small town. Ever. I just use 
that stuff because it is familiar to me. It’s what I know about’ (MacKendrick 33). Jonathan 
Franzen in his introduction to Munro’s Runaway echoes something of the same feeling when 
he asserts that ‘as long as you’re reading Munro, you’re failing to multi-task by absorbing 
civics lessons or historical data. Her subject is people’ (ii). This accounts perhaps for the large 
readership that the writer enjoys in parts of the world other than Canada too, for example, 
India, Australia, and South Africa. 
               
The first conference on Munro organized in 1982 by the University of Calgary extolled 
Munro’s style – the paradox of her documentary realism combined with a concurrent narrative 
indeterminacy (such a style would have hints of modernism in it), apart from noting her 
stylistic arrangements and recurrent themes. But there was always a sense of the writer trying 
to get at something ‘unknowable’ about life, a quest for illumination through the act of 
‘getting it all down.’ (Gibson 241.)  
              
More recently the Swedish Royal Academy commended her for her ‘finely-tuned storytelling 
which is characterized by clarity and psychological realism.’15 But if ‘psychological realism’ 
is the only hallmark of Munro’s writing why does the ordinary and the familiar appear as 
something marvellous and mysterious in Munro’s hands? Munro possesses a paradoxical 
double vision of reality. This ‘Munrovian’ quality of her writing is what sets her apart from 
other less talented realists, and it would be better understood through locating her writing 
within a Gothic framework. 
               
                                                          
15 <http://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/literature/laureates/2013/bio-bibl.html> (accessed 11 August 
2015)  
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There is a widespread tendency among critics to qualify Munro’s realist aesthetic practice by 
adjectives such as ‘incongruous’, ‘accommodating’ (Hoy 19) and ‘grotesque’ (Redekop 116) 
which points at a kind of consensus that the label ‘realist’ by itself is insufficient to demarcate 
her writing. Realism, a product of the seventeenth century, a child of deterministic ideologies, 
is insufficient, to explain an aesthetic practice where human lives are seen as ‘deep caves 
paved with kitchen linoleum’ (253). Recourse to the Gothic is inevitable and necessary. 
Thacker notes Munro’s conversion of autobiographical events into ‘material for fables’ (55). 
Carrington asserts that ‘the documentary solidity of her surfaces is deceptive, for these 
surfaces repeatedly split open to reveal uncontrollable forces, both within and without’ (4). 
W.R. Martin claims that Munro’s ‘stereoscopic’ attention to surface detail becomes in her 
work a defamiliarizing technique which undermines realist representation itself (214). 
                
 
Watt formulated that realist fiction is distinguished from other literary productions in two 
major ways. The first is the individuation of the characters in realist fiction and the second is 
the particularization of background and setting (27). McKeon challenged Watt’s theory and 
asserted that many realist works continued to recycle stock situations, stock characters and 
other conventions from the medieval romance tradition. In addition, many of the works that 
Watt designates as realist (faithful to the particularized individual’s personal experiences) 
soon engendered formulas – or were formulaic themselves – contradicting the statement that 
particularization is an essential element of the realist novel. According to McKeon it is not 
particularization of physical setting or detail which determines whether a work is realist or 
not but the question as to whether it subscribes to the Lockean view of the individual, i.e. an 
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individual develops understanding of the world through experience, through exchanges 
between him and the world of objects.16 
               
The individual is the source of truth in realist fiction: Alfred Habbeger discussing the appeal 
of the novel claims that ‘from Samuel Richardson on, novels have solicited readers to identify 
with a central and generally sympathetic person - to substitute another person’s troubles and 
triumphs for their own’ (5). He further goes on to say that ‘the only real difference between 
the novel and the short story or novella - that of length – is an index to what is so special about 
reading a novel: it takes much more time’ (3). Therefore, ‘the reader needs a wonderfully 
idealized substitute self in order to lose interest for the time being in his or her own life’ (5). 
Cynthia Griffin Wolff says in her paper on Radcliffe, ‘that when an individual reads a fully 
realized piece of fiction he (or she) will identify primarily with the principal character, and 
this character will bear the principal weight of the readers’ projected feelings. Naturally, an 
intelligent reader will balance this identification; to some extent there will be identification 
with each major character - even, perhaps, with the narrative voice.17  
 
1.4 Munro as a Gothic Writer 
 
In the last decade of the eighteenth century - the novel came to be seen as synonymous with 
realism, but it was the romances which had the popular success - the market was flooded with 
romances and the readers devoured them as can be seen by the sales that Ann Radcliffe and 
her like achieved. Clara Reeves was succinct in differentiating between the novel and a 
romance, she said: ‘the novel is a picture of real life and manners and of the times in which it 
                                                          
16 For a fuller discussion please consult Szabo, Andrea. ‘Alice Munro’s Neo-Gothic Short Fiction of the 1990’s.’ 
Debrecen University, 2010. 
17 See Norman Holland, The Dynamics of Literary Response (Oxford, 1968), 262-281 for a discussion of the 
relationship between identification and introjection. 
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is written. The romance in lofty and elevated language, describes what never happened nor is 
likely to happen’ (Allott 1959). The realist novel (historically coincident with the capitalist 
mode of production) only became dominant in the nineteenth century. Before that some of 
the most respected authors of the age wrote romances. In his discussion of how Radcliffe 
consolidated the Gothic romance18 Miles states that, ‘the notion that writers of genius are 
completely original is a myth. All texts draw upon their predecessors. If this was not the case, 
we would not be able to make sense of literary works’ (10). The Gothic novel starts out from 
a different premise from the realist novel. Unlike the realist novel - which is engaged in 
privileging personal value over social value, and in interrogating the nature of truth – whether 
it’s eternal or experiential? – the Gothic novel interrogates a society at a moment of transience. 
Social upheavals, the collapse of feudal power and the dawning of a new age of enlightenment 
away from the dark, barbaric codes of the previous age form the backdrop of such novels. Its 
protagonists are similarly involved in locating their own place in the world, and in finding 
clues and solving puzzles relating to lost identities. 
          
I would like to point out one narrative and two thematic conventions of the Gothic novel 
which I feel also find a place in Munro’s short fiction. The first narrative convention is that 
unlike the meticulous detailing of reality which the realists engage in – the Gothic novel is 
highly visual, and cinematic. It uses a kind of theatrical visuality in the service of evoking an 
emotional, affective response in the reader. Protagonists in Gothic fiction act out their 
emotions as if on a stage. There is quite a lot of - sobbing, swooning, dramatic wrenching 
open of cavernous coffins and chests, ripping out of floorboards, backing down against 
imprisoning walls, and soundless flights into deep dungeons – in such fiction. Such affective 
theatricality is in strong contrast to the controlled recording of daily life found in realist novels 
                                                          
18 See Ann Radcliffe: The Great Enchantress, 1995. 
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all of which focus on making reality ‘knowable, predictable, and manageable for man’s 
benefit’ (Stephens, 75). 
 
The second convention frequently found in Munro’s stories which belongs more properly 
within the Gothic tradition is the entrapment of the Munro’s heroine within a stifling domestic 
space. The stories I have selected for study mainly have this narrative of the protagonists’ 
questioning or rebelling against a claustrophobic and limiting space. Munro’s heroines 
frequently feel themselves to be captives and are eloquent on the horror of the restricted life.  
 
Thirdly, in Munro’s work the character’s struggles are frequently with themselves – the focus 
is directed inwards. It is the Gothic which is a more inward-looking mode than realism. It 
focuses on the ‘psychic costs of social deformation’ (Miles, 9) with the attendant social 
accommodation which occurs by the end of the novel functioning as the satisfactory closure. 
Munro’s fiction often demonstrates an alignment with this type of narrative. 
 
In this thesis, first I’ll trace these three conventions in Munro’s work, and then - as I have 
organised my stories into three sets, I shall trace these same conventions in my work too. Each 
set of stories will exemplify one of the three conventions, two thematic and one stylistic. After 
that, I shall endeavour to locate both Munro’s work and my own under the newly coined label 
of Gothic-Realism. 
 
1.5 Gothic-Realism 
I would first like to discuss a little more about what I mean by Gothic-Realism and what kind 
of fiction the term encompasses. If the Gothic deals with distorted selves and realism with the 
faithful recreation of reality: Gothic-Realist fiction is fiction which depicts dubious characters 
struggling in a nihilistic world, battling with an uncaring fate, random chance, and entrapped 
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by their own lack of morality. This is also a crucial difference between Romanticism and its 
subset ‘The Gothic.’ Anne Williams contends that if romanticism is distinguished by its 
‘affirmation of the transcendent imagination, the Gothic is mired in an indeterminate realm 
of moral ambiguity.’ She goes on to assert that ‘the key characteristics of Gothic and romantic 
writers are concern with ultimate questions, and lack of faith in the adequacy of reason or 
religious faith to make comprehensible the paradoxes of human existence. The romantics turn 
to imagination, while the Gothic writers, though possessed by the same discontent with the 
everyday world, have no faith in the ability of man to transcend or transform it imaginatively’ 
(6).    
   
Moving on to the stylistic register of Gothic-Realist fiction - the narrative style of such fiction 
is that of an expressive visuality, which provokes in the reader, an emotional response. For 
example, in Munro’s ‘Nettles’, a potentially passive reflection gets converted into an active 
scenario, and the environment serves as much to furnish the character’s state of mind as it 
does to tell the reader what it actually looked like. Overall, the goal of Gothic-Realist fiction 
is to provide the reader with a transgressive experience. 
  
Characters are also frequently acting as detectives in such fiction – they are trying to find out 
or excavate a concealed truth which would assist them in making sense of their existence. The 
goal of protagonists in Gothic-Realist fiction is that of transformation – social accommodation 
by the end of the narrative, or a better and a clearer perception of reality. 
 
Though this thesis selects and studies Munro in depth, I would like to take the opportunity 
here to comment on some representative texts by a myriad of authors which can be classed as 
Gothic-Realist. Margaret Atwood’s The Blind Assassin and Cat’s Eye are Gothic-realist texts 
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for their oneiric treatment and expressive visuality. Margaret Drabble’s The Red Queen is 
Gothic-Realist, as is Sarah Waters’s The Little Stranger and Sarah Perry’s The Essex Serpent. 
Ian McGuire’s The North Water is a Gothic-Realist text, as is Penelope Lively’s The House 
in Norham Gardens and Nina Bawden’s Carrie’s War. A.S. Byatt’s ‘The Thing in the Forest’ 
is a Gothic-Realist short story, as is Ruskin Bond’s short story ‘Time stops at Shamli’, Haruki 
Murakami’s short story ‘Man-Eating Cats’, Nayana Currimbhoy’s novel Miss Timmins’ 
School for Girls and Mircea Eliade’s novellas contained in the volume Two Strange Tales. 
The volume Delhi Noir, edited by Hirsh Sawhney also contains some examples of Gothic-
Realist writing. 
 
The emotional tone of Gothic-Realist fiction should be that of creating a sense of foreboding, 
doom or malaise. I would like to explain this by taking the example of one of my own short 
fiction titled ‘Nine days of summer.’ In this specific story the first time the narrator enters the 
kitchen, it foretells of the murder which is to come – ‘I went to the kitchen to get some 
samosas for my mother and found two cooks hard at work. One was slicing and dicing 
vegetables with a small knife and the other was carving a giant chicken.’ The text itself 
constructs the kitchen up as a menacing place. Similarly, in ‘Malti Flowers and the Missing 
Bride’, the confinement that the character feels, the threat to the heroine’s identity is described 
in the following manner: ‘She sat on the marble floor and beat her wrists against the floor. 
Looking at the broken glass … she felt compunction …there were grazes on her wrists now, 
where the glass had scraped against her skin.’ In ‘Feng Shui’, the sentence ‘after a few days 
a smell of rotting flesh began to emanate from the flat opposite them’ can be taken literally, 
but it could also be her subconscious imagining this out of guilt. German Expressionism and 
Psychoanalysis has contributed a lot to the development of Gothic-Realist fiction. 
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1.6 A Short Note on Methodology 
            
The focus of this practise-based thesis is text-centric and my method aims to be a close reading 
of individual short stories for Gothic plot and themes. I identify not only the Gothic plot but 
also Munro’s specific diversions from it. In places where a close reading is not possible (due 
to the story being of peripheral importance as in not exemplifying a Gothic-Realist mode 
overall) localized attention to the relevant portion is given. A discussion of my own stories in 
the form of a reflective commentary and how they aim to be Gothic-Realist is also included 
in each chapter. 
 
2. CONFINED SPACES 
This chapter of the thesis titled ‘Confined Spaces’ examines a selection of four of Munro’s 
stories – ‘Queenie’, ‘Runaway’, ‘Haven’ and ‘Love of a Good Woman.’ Through a close 
reading I identify the Gothic archetypes and the Gothic plots of these stories and demonstrate 
how closed spaces in Munro’s narratives engender violence and acts of wanton cruelty.19 
 
2.1 Queenie 
 
I begin by examining Munro’s story ‘Queenie’ from her collection Hateship, Friendship, 
Courtship, Loveship, Marriage published in 2001. The narrator goes to visit her step-sister 
Queenie who lives in Toronto and whom she hasn’t see since a year and a half only to find 
her changed beyond recognition. The first thing the elder sister instructs her visiting sibling 
is that ‘maybe you better stop calling me that’ (243). She is talking about her pet name 
                                                          
19 It is to be noted that Munro’s use of language situates her firmly in the realist canon which is what makes it 
easy to miss the archetypes in her fiction – that of the controlling Gothic villain and the trapped heroine.  
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‘Queenie’ which was what she was called back in her hometown. Apart from this abdication 
of her previous identity (through the rejection of the name she was formerly known as) the 
sister has also altered in appearance. Her hair is dyed black (the narrator notes that its 
‘beautiful corn-syrup colour as well as its silky length was forever lost’ 243) and her ears are 
pierced (with ‘gold hoops swinging from them’ 243). The revelation of this altered appearance 
is followed by the disclosure of Queenie calling Mr. Vorguilla by his first name ‘Stan’. Mr. 
Vorguilla, a much older man whose ‘yellow bridge of teeth’ (245) the girls’ used to make fun 
of when they worked for him, is now reconfigured as not someone grotesque to be laughed 
over but a companionate figure with whom the sister is on familiar terms. This is more of a 
shock to the narrator than ‘to have her let me know she wasn’t Queenie anymore, she was 
Lena’ (243). 
           
Later ‘on the streetcar going to Queenie’s place’ she auto-corrects her language when she says 
– ‘Way. Stan doesn’t like me saying ‘ways’ either’ (244). This timidity and caution relating 
to what Stan would prefer as opposed to Queenie’s natural, unrestricted self is another early 
sign of the older man being a dominant, controlling influence. The narrator acknowledges that 
‘this repetition of things, or maybe the heat was making me feel anxious and rather sick.’ 
 
When she reaches the area where Queenie lives somebody calls out from an upstairs window 
something that the narrator finds ‘unintelligible’ (245) – she is already entering an unfamiliar, 
incomprehensible territory.  A man stares at them from his porch ‘in a fixed and a gloomy 
way’ (245).  Inside the house Queenie pulls the flowered curtains across the windows but still 
the ‘noise and the sun comes through’ (246) – the hothouse, claustrophobic atmosphere of the 
neighbourhood is thus effectively established.    
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The narrator goes to the bathroom because she is menstruating heavily. She admits that, ‘for 
years afterwards, the sight of certain city streets on hot days, certain shades of brown brick 
and dark-painted shingles, and the noise of streetcars, would bring back to me the memory of 
cramps low in the belly, waves of flushing, bodily leaks, hot confusion’ (246). Juliann Fleenor 
writes that Female Gothic is the mode that registers ‘various feelings of terror, anger, awe, 
and sometimes self-fear and self-disgust directed towards the female role, female sexuality, 
female physiology and procreation’ (7). The narrator later echoes this when she tells Queenie, 
after seeing her existence that she, for her own part, will never get married. That is, she will 
not choose such an existence of trapped domesticity under the influence of a dominant male.  
            
In the evening, Queenie, who has a job selling tickets in a movie theater, takes the narrator 
along with her to her workplace where the narrator has a realization. She notes that Queenie 
looks ‘very much like some of the girls portrayed in the posters that surrounded her. She 
looked to be connected to the world of drama, of heated love affairs and danger that was being 
depicted inside on the screen.’  This positioning of Queenie by the narrator as an archetype – 
as the debased victim-heroine doomed by desire - is the first sign in the story of how Munro 
will configure this particular story or resolve its plot. The plot is that of a ‘tenderhearted and 
kind’ (247) victim-heroine in a doomed entanglement with a possessive man. Passion 
overrides the will of the heroine. As Queenie in an astute piece of self-description says, ‘I am 
a creature of love’ (263). 
           
Queenie’s self-abasement in the name of love is shown by Munro through the narrative 
technique of the flashback. Through a story Queenie tells her sister Chrissy depicting her 
husband’s treatment of her. A narrative revolving around Queenie’s Christmas party for 
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which she had baked a cake full of ‘expensive fruit and stuff’ (263), and invited over her 
Greek neighbours and a few of Mr. Vorguilla’s music students to celebrate. After the party 
(during which Queenie had danced with a boy named Andrew who had bought her a record 
she liked) some of the cake was left over, and Queenie had wrapped it in a wine soaked cloth 
so that it could ripen a bit and then hung it on the outside of the door leading to the porch. She 
had been drunk when she did this and so she later forgot where she had put the cake. A day 
or two later when her husband says, ‘Let’s have a piece of that cake’ (260) Queenie can’t find 
it. She looks for it everywhere that she can think of but to no avail. At this juncture her 
husband supposes that she has given it to Andrew. When she contradicts him and says that ‘it 
didn’t mean that it was given away just because she couldn’t find it’, he puts his hands around 
her throat and tries to strangle her. 
                
Queenie finds the cake later hung in a cloth behind the door to the sunporch, but no way does 
she want that matter brought up again after all the drama around it that has happened and so 
she pitches it out. When Chrissy, her sister to whom she is telling this story, asks her why she 
didn’t tell her husband that he had been wrong, Queenie says that ‘Of course he was wrong. 
Men are not normal Chrissy. That’s one thing you’ll learn if you ever get married. He was 
jealous. He was just so jealous’ (263). 
            
Mr. Vorguilla’s violent action is not only not contested by Queenie because of her emotional 
dependence upon her husband, and to her home but she also normalizes his actions by putting 
him in a bracket with everybody else – thus minimizing or rationalizing away the abuse that 
she suffers. In the Gothic plot the failure of the heroine to protect her personal boundaries 
leads to the domestic space being reconfigured as a Gothic otherworld where normal rules of 
civilization do not apply. A barbarous, tyrannical male holds power over the heroine and the 
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ruined castle, monastery (or home) becomes a place of oppression where the victim-heroine 
feels imprisoned. The Gothic convention of the compulsory happy ending; when the shadows 
are lifted and light abounds, comes in the form of the heroine finding equality with a 
companionate mate and reintegration into society (Williams, 148). But before that the heroine 
has to perceive the cruelties of the Gothic-villain and flee his attempts to harm, control or 
discredit her. Compliance or complicity with the deeds of the Gothic-villain or excessive self-
abasement or degeneracy because of desire leads to a failed heroine in the Gothic plot and the 
negation of a conventional happy ending. 
                    
Queenie’s salvation through her actions in Munro’s story remains uncertain till half-way 
through due to her own unquestioning acceptance of her husband’s actions. She surrenders 
her will to his and would rather throw out the cake she had worked so hard to make than face 
him in an argument. ‘There was no way I wanted that subject brought up again. So I just 
pitched it out’ (263) she says. The narrator whose hair she was cutting says that at this point 
‘I had to pull my head out of her hands and turn around and look at her’ (263). 
 
Later when Queenie receives a letter which makes her face go ‘rosy’ (268) and the bangles 
on her arms jingle with a ‘delicate agitation’ (268), she speaks in the narrator’s ear in a voice 
‘shivering and shy and triumphant’ (269) – ‘It’s from Andrew. Can you take the tray in to 
them? I can’t. I can’t right now’ (269).  The moment Chrissy, the narrator, sees Queenie’s 
reaction to Andrew’s letter she thinks of the return ticket home that she has with her.  
 
She is at Teacher’s College when Queenie runs away again. She never gets to know ‘if it was 
Andrew that Queenie went away with or somebody else. Or whether she stayed with Andrew, 
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if he was the one’ (272). Thus, Queenie finally exercises powers of perception and some 
independent agency towards some sort of rehabilitation. 
 
2.2   Runaway   
The fate of Clara, another of Munro’s weak-willed heroines with an undue dependence on 
intimate relationships, is not so lucky. The protagonist of Munro’s title story from her short-
story collection Runaway, she is a young woman who, similar to Queenie, elopes with the 
much older Clark, a man with a short temper and much sexual charisma. Trouble in paradise 
soon ensues due to Clark tendency to ‘flare up’ as Carla puts it (6). His rows with people start 
affecting his business of boarding horses and taking pupils on trail rides, and so he hits upon 
a plan to solve his cash problem – that of blackmailing Mrs. Jamieson by claiming that her 
husband attempted to start something sexual with Carla. 
 
When Carla, beleaguered by her ‘seesaw misery’ (17) with Clark, decides not to blackmail 
but seek consolation from the older woman – the plot takes a drastic twist and Carla soon 
finds herself sobbing and confiding that she ‘can’t stand it anymore’ (23). Clark’s black 
moods against Carla have been taking a toll on her and she has forgotten how she once ‘saw 
him as the architect of the life ahead of them, herself as captive, her submission both proper 
and exquisite’ (32). When Sylvia counsels her to take charge of her own life and offers her an 
address in Toronto where she could stay, Carla decides to leave Clark and takes a bus to 
Toronto.  
 
Initially happy at her newfound freedom, ‘with nobody glowering over her, nobody’s mood 
infecting her with misery’ (34) Carla realizes that without Clark in her new life, ‘she would 
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not really be there’ (34). The victim-heroine has thus subsumed herself to the demands of the 
Gothic-villain and - despite the physical motion of flight - does not seem to be able to put an 
emotional distance between herself and her persecutor. ‘What would be the point of’ (34) a 
life without Clark she wonders to herself and gets off the bus. Carla, thus is a failed Gothic 
heroine whose exercise in self-will is a failure and whose capitulation to her intense and 
destructive relationship, and choice to remain with her husband because he gives meaning to 
her life an unquestioning complicity with the aims of the Gothic-villain. A successful escape 
from the imprisoning dark underworld of the Gothic-villain and reintegration into society on 
new terms which is the fate of a successful Gothic-heroine is thus denied to Carla who through 
excessive compliance and lack of vision collaborates in her own doomed fate. 
 
At the end of the story when she realizes that her husband had killed her pet goat as some 
kind of revenge on her for attempting to run away; she doesn’t investigate the woods for the 
remains of the goat. She refuses to verify, or corroborate her intuition through evidence, she 
holds out ‘against the temptation’ (47) preferring not to know, preferring darkness over 
knowledge. 
 
She realizes what Clark meant when he said that ‘families were like poison in your blood’ 
(28), she feels the same herself now – ‘as if she had a murderous needle somewhere in her 
lungs, and by breathing carefully, she could avoid feeling it. But every once in a while she 
had to take a deep breath, and it was still there’ (46). Thus there has been a change in the 
heroine but not for the better – her altered self is the result of her being subsumed in the Gothic 
underworld. Robert Miles delineating the female Gothic plot writes that it’s ‘broad contours 
remained constant: a heroine caught between a pastoral haven and a threatening castle, 
sometimes in flight from a sinister patriarchal figure, sometimes in search of an absent mother, 
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and often, both, together’ (131). In ‘Runaway’ the absent mother is not so absent, her advice 
is heeded by the hapless heroine, but she fails midway due to a lack of resourcefulness and 
courage, and also because of a lack of vision – an inability to visualize her life differently. 
Her refusal to escape the Gothic underworld of Clark’s overpowering demands leads to 
alteration in her personality where pain and loss is a constant for her. 
 
2.3   Haven 
In another of Munro’s stories ‘Haven’ the narrator is sent to live with her aunt and uncle for 
a year while her parents teach school in Ghana; to a house where every little thing is controlled 
or decided by her uncle – ‘the house was his, the choice of menus his, the radio and television 
programs his’ (113). Her aunt who ‘seemed fixed in rosy and timorous youth’ (115) defers to 
her husband in all things and believes that ‘a man’s home is his castle’ (125) and also that ‘a 
woman’s most important job is making a haven for her man’ (114). 
 
The narrator observes that ‘it was hard to think of her as being suppressed’ (112) as she was 
‘given to those radiant smiles’ (112) but the true state of things emerges rather quickly when 
the sister with whom the narrator’s uncle is not on talking terms is invited over for a visit. It 
is necessary to keep this visit a secret from uncle Jasper as he does not approve of his sister 
and the music she plays. The thirteen-year old narrator and her aunt choose a day when they 
know that uncle Jasper will be out of the house for a meeting.  
 
The party is going on in full swing with her aunt ‘in a towering blush’ (122) perhaps ‘about 
being personally responsible for these moments, this spread of delight’ (122) when the 
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narrator’s uncle walks in. The scene that ensues amply demonstrates uncle Jasper’s irrational 
jealousy of his sister’s privileged life. 
 
But it is the narrator’s aunt’s acquiescence in his wishes and refusal to berate his indecency 
in front of the guests which has the narrator questioning her initial belief that ‘such a regime 
could be quite agreeable’ (113). The aunt only shows signs of a capitulation from a state of 
constant agreement with her unreasonable husband at the end of the story when she realizes 
him to be still settling scores with his sister even after her death. 
 
2.4   The Love of a Good Woman 
Lastly, I wish to comment on Munro’s story ‘The Love of a Good Woman.’ I wish to assert 
that it contains a marvelous example of a brooding Byronic hero, and plays with Gothic 
archetypes such as the dark hero/villain, the older crone, and the young heroine whose 
initiation into the dark side of life only occurs by the end of the story. This 84-page story or 
novella contains a Gothic plot – the nurse enters a ruined house which has seen happier times, 
a dark chamber contains a dying woman and her secrets, and the enigmatic hero/villain who 
refuses to dispel doubts about his involvement in a crime of which he is accused. 
When Mrs Quinn tells Enid the secret – that her husband killed the optometrist and pushed 
his car into the river, Enid naively wants to make the husband confess. But later she realizes, 
in the manner of a failed Gothic heroine that ‘benefits could bloom’ for her and others if she 
lets the crime lie in the dark, and she refuses to confront Rupert with her knowledge of his 
misdeed.20 Thus, there is a subversion of the Gothic plot. The hero/villain gets away with the 
                                                          
20 Judith McCombs notes that this story is inspired by Grimm fairy-tales.  
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crime, and the young woman whose worth is measured by the purity of her actions lets a 
motive of base profits sully her choices. 
The closed, confined space of the house thus not only gives rise to violence in this story but 
the reversal of the gothic plot – these two motifs are present in this story too.  
 
My own stories have the same theme of Gothicism within them. ‘Feng Shui’ which deals with 
domestic violence is written in the realist style but concerns itself thematically with how the 
enclosed domestic space has the potential to hide misdeeds. A young woman busy decorating 
her new flat witnesses her neighbor dragging his wife across the floor. A few days later she 
receives a note which is a cry for help but she decides to think over her plan of action instead 
of acting promptly. Busy conforming to the expectations her own husband places on her, she 
does not feel confident enough to interfere in the lives of others’ and lets the violence against 
her trapped neighbour continue instead of reaching a decision. In ‘Murder among the 
Marigolds’21 Mala decides to satisfy her curiousity about sex by unwisely deciding to get 
together with a man she knows to be ‘terribly insolent’ in the garage of her house. Later she 
does not have to ‘suffer the inconvenience of seeing him around’ but as in the Gothic plot the 
mechanic does come to declare his possession over the female body. Patrick O’Malley defines 
the Gothic as ‘the thematic or discursive eruption of a traumatic past into the present. The 
representation of this eruption acts as the localization simultaneously of repulsion and of 
desire […] That is, the Gothic is the representation of the terror and fascination produced by 
the refusal of the past to remain in the past’ (12). When on the eve of her wedding, he arrives 
to kill her; it is the past resurfacing into the present.  
 
                                                          
21 This story was written after reading ‘A Hot noon in Malabar’ by Kamala Das (Selected Poems, 2014). 
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In ‘The Petrol Station’22 a newlywed couple are travelling across a desert terrain when they 
stop at a convenience store next to a filling pump. The wife goes missing from inside the store 
and no one can make out where she could have gone. An albino in a black jacket has been 
spotted lingering about the place all day but no one has seen him hustle her away, and there 
is no trace of a vehicle in which he could have driven away with her. In this story the abductor 
is someone from outside the home. But the themes of male barbarity, violence against easy 
targets, and the exploitation of women whose submission can be easily coerced are the same.   
 
In ‘Up at the Ski Lodge’23 a vacationing couple are interrupted in what they envisage, or at 
least the woman envisages as an idyllic Christmas retreat - a last chance to ‘snuggle on the 
couch and watch Christmas specials. Their first Christmas alone together. A remote cabin in 
the mountains before the wedding in February. Alerted to the sound of an intruder in their 
house one evening (‘boots on the wooden floor’) when she is supposed to be all alone in the 
house; this woman feels the threat to be coming from the outside – the sacred space of the 
house is no longer inviolate – an unknown assailant has entered in. It is only at the end of the 
story that it is revealed that the boyfriend had hired someone else to kill his girlfriend for him. 
Thus, the source of the menace is from within the domestic interior where the man scared of 
facing his girlfriend (who like Munro’s heroines exhibits an undue dependence on her 
intimate relationships) and letting her down gently decides to dispose her off in a way that 
would betray no involvement on his part.  
 
                                                          
22 This story was written after watching Wes Craven’s 1977 film The Hills have Eyes which has perhaps had an 
influence on this story’s sensibility. 
23 The title is inspired from Somerset Maugham’s Gothic novella Up at the Villa (1941) where the 
protagonists plot to dispose of the body of a man whom the woman has accidentally shot.  
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In ‘Hyde Park, 1911’24 Kathy’s lover who speaks her name ‘in a possessive, proprietorial 
way’, who is ‘not pacified’ by her explanations and who is still ‘cold, and demanding’ is 
positioned outside in the park. The home with its ‘white lace curtains, shutting out the dark’ 
where the children occupy themselves with a jigsaw puzzle on the rug is perceived by the 
characters’ as a shelter or a haven. It is not a closed, or a confined space in itself which is 
damaging to the heroine’s feeling of wellbeing in this story because the inhabitants she shares 
it with - children who love her ‘wholeheartedly’ are not felt by her to be a threat. In contrast 
the ‘static in the air’ when Kathy’s lover is ‘brushing the hair of his doll’ seems to presage 
the threat of violence and later in the text there is a hint that it is only the gaze of onlookers 
which functions as a deterrent to such violence. Unlike the heroine in the previous story Kathy 
here shows a sense of self-preservation by deciding never to see that man again. This story 
shows that non-compliance with demands has to be coupled with the absence of public 
scrutiny for the occurrence of violence. The lack of such scrutiny facilitates such violence. In 
the presence of possible onlookers, the threat of violence gets negated thus demonstrating that 
it is not the closed space itself which is the problem but the fact that what happens within the 
closed space is not visible to the outside world. 
 
In the story ‘A Fistful of Dates’ Nilemma wants to rescue an eight-year-old boy who was 
caught for stealing dates and locked in the chieftain’s house. She gains access to the 
chieftain’s house with the secret purpose of finding the key and freeing the child. Though she 
succeeds in her purpose, delivering the boy to safety, she is seen by the gardener who 
witnesses the forbidden escape. Despite having been the chief’s mistress she is beheaded for 
                                                          
24 This story owes a debt to ‘The Demon Lover’ by Elizabeth Bowen (which appeared in print in 1946) - as the 
idea of writing about a cold, glacial yet possessive lover was sparked off after reading that short story, though 
this work is completely different in its direction and conclusion.   
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treachery to him. In this story, the woman’s self-expression is curtailed and home a especially 
dangerous place for those transgressing the societal laws.  
 
In ‘The Mustard Field’ the violence perpetrated upon the woman is sexual in nature and it’s 
the fear and the disgust that the woman feels when she sees the blood trickle down her leg, 
that makes her burn the letter in the stove. It is the heroine’s fear of the bondage of the body, 
and her fear of her teleological destiny as a woman that makes her spurn the lover who wants 
to keep in touch. 
 
In most of the stories, violence occurs off-stage, but in ‘On the Train Tracks’25 this violence 
erupts on the page; there is an overt description of manhandling and misbehavior by the man 
who wants to keep his mistress away from his family. Along with ‘Feng Shui’, this is the story 
with the most display of violence, as before it is violence against a woman who seeks redress, 
and here too it is the presence of onlookers (schoolboys who collect around the gate and gawk 
at the proceedings) which prevents further violent behavior on the part of the man. 
 
I have been careful to keep these eight stories thematically interlinked and interdependent, 
and explore overlapping themes in all of them so that the reader can read them as a set and 
despite the similar threads, notice intriguing variations and divergences. 
 
 
 
                                                          
25 This story was written after reading Penelope Fitzgerald’s The Gate of Angels which has as its sub-plot a 
married man trying to seduce a younger girl.  
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3.    MUNRO’S EXPRESSIVE VISUALITY 
 
Gothic novels frequently feature, as a narrative convention, a kind of theatrical visuality in 
the service of an affective response. Taking Ann Radcliffe’s The Mysteries of Udolpho as an 
example, it can be seen that these novels depict spectrality (ghostly music of unearthly origin, 
apparitions passing through walls), an extremely romantic sensibility (Emily’s love for and 
the author’s description of her idyllic childhood home and garden), the deformations which 
excessive emotion or emotional thinking produces (the castle’s original owner convinces her 
lover to slowly poison his wife and be with her, he does as she suggests but cannot live with 
the remorse afterwards) – all of which depictions fulfill, or give satisfaction to the reader’s 
emotion instead of catering to reason or to the cerebral impulse. 
 
The descriptions, in a Gothic novel, be it of sublime mountainous landscapes, wooded forests 
or dark dungeons is always to provoke a particular emotion in the reader. It is never done to 
further the aim of verisimilitude, as that done for the sake of realist particularization in realist 
novels. Munro uses her descriptions, not to reproduce the world in painstaking detail like the 
realists, but to express the internal state of the characters, and to evoke a particular response 
in the reader. The three stories I have chosen to demonstrate this, are – ‘The Winter Wind’, 
‘Nettles’, and ‘The Ticket.’ 
 
3.1   Winter Wind 
 
This early story26, has a young narrator, who likes ‘wild heavy’ storms and disruptions, 
fervently hopes that some tumultuous core within her will get ‘liberated by a crises-charged 
atmosphere’ and imagines gothic-romantic scenarios where candles get blown out by the wind 
                                                          
26 Appears in print in Munro’s 1974 collection Something I’ve been meaning to tell you. 
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and ‘darkness and confusion’ ensues. This narrator, obliged to stay with her grandmother 
when there is a storm and the roads not navigable, is used to the chaos and disorder of her 
home. She finds the gracious hospitality of her grandmother’s house soothing; but palling. 
All the rooms are warm and cozy like ‘the inside of a nutshell’, there is always something 
sweet-smelling like a carrot pudding cooking for supper, and where the householders keep 
such order that they iron everything, ‘right down to the potholders.’ Here the narrator finally 
finds time to do her homework in peace, in an organized way at the dining table, by the light 
of a yellow lamp. The mildly entranced narrator, through her careful details, manages to 
convey a sense of romantic wistfulness that is present in her grandmother’s house, beneath all 
that stern decorum and order.  
 
She, herself with her ‘wildness, crudity, hilarity’ cannot fit in with ‘the tidiness, the courtesies’ 
and longs before long to go home, where she does not have to watch what she says or does 
‘too closely.’ This early story very skillfully employs the use of external surroundings to 
mirror the characters’ inner inclinations – the aunt’s light-hearted impudence, the 
grandmother’s stern self-control punctuated with sudden abdications, and the narrator’s own 
tempestuous temperament, her wish to be a ‘loud argumentative scandalous person.’ 
 
3.2   Nettles 
 
In Munro’s story titled ‘Nettles’, which first appeared in her 2001 collection, a grown woman 
unsuspectingly walks into her friend’s house near Uxbridge, Ontario and sees an old 
acquaintance of hers making a ketchup sandwich at the kitchen counter. He is the son of a 
well-driller who used to visit the narrator’s farm when the narrator was a child and lived where 
the wells would run dry every five or six years or so. She had harboured romantic feelings for 
the well-driller’s son: 
 
255 
 
in my feelings for Mike the localized demon was transformed into a diffuse excitement and 
tenderness spread everywhere under the skin, a pleasure of the eyes and ears and a tingling 
contentment, in the presence of the other person. I woke up every morning hungry for the 
sight of him, for the sound of the well driller’s truck as it came bumping and rattling down 
the lane. I worshipped, without any show of it, the back of his neck and the shape of his head, 
the frown of his eyebrows, his long, bare toes and his dirty elbows, his loud and confident 
voice, his smell (163).  
 
Munro describes the lush, burgeoning countryside very evocatively along with the high 
passion that the narrator experiences.  
 
Later when the narrator meets Mike McCallum, it is the countryside, instead of a physical 
body, which features in her erotic dreams and provokes spasms of lust: her dreams smell of 
‘waterweeds, river mud, and reeds in the hot sun’ (174). Her adult self cannot be so wild, 
uninhibited and ‘roll in the mud’ (162) like her younger self and the surroundings of the neat 
and trim golf course reflect this: 
 
the pleasure I felt come over me as we made our way around the links. Lust that had given 
me shooting pains in the night was all chastened and trimmed back now into a tidy pilot flame, 
attentive, wifely (178). 
 
The emotional state of these characters is communicated in this story by the descriptions of 
the nature, countryside or scenery surrounding them. It may not be feelings of sublime awe, 
or wonder that the author is trying to express, or the rapturous delight which Radcliffe’s Emily 
takes in nature to express her own optimistic and blissful outlook on life, the ease and serenity 
that she feels, that dimension of her nature – but scene setting does express character in 
Munro’s fiction too. Here is, the untrammeled heroine hungry for life experience, of carnal 
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desires for a ‘scrupulous’ man (174) – the brimming over of her passion and the eventual 
climax - where the heroine’s feelings mirror the rainstorm which offers no refuge. The rain, 
which falls like ‘a wave full of stones crashing on the beach’ (178) makes the ‘trees at a little 
distance toss[ing] around like bouquets’ (179). To escape the rain Mike drags the narrator into 
some bushes where nettles grow with pinkish-purplish flowers and ‘grapevine, too, grabbing 
and wrapping whatever it could find, and tangling underfoot’ (179). He holds her hands, then 
puts his hands on her shoulders, his touch one of restraint, and crouches down close to the 
ground till the wind passes over. When they emerge from the bushes they find ‘big tree 
branches hurled all over the golf course’ (180). 
            
This scene is symbolic of the destructive passion and its effects – the reader is made to feel 
catastrophe, disaster. The sun, when it comes out after the rain, seems to the narrator to be 
giving off a ‘festival light’ (181). The narrator rejoices in this. But Mike refuses to participate 
in the narrator’s interpretation. He takes her down to ‘a cool, empty, locked and central space’ 
(182). He tells her about how he ran over his youngest boy last summer and that he would 
never get over it or forgive himself. She can see that he is someone who knows what ‘rock 
bottom’ (181) is like, and through his words he makes her see that space too. The narrator 
laments life’s ‘dealing out of these idle punishments, these wicked and ruinous swipes’ (182). 
She realizes that there would never be anything between them ever, and that her love was thus 
something ‘not usable, that knew its place … yet staying alive as a sweet trickle, an 
underground resource’ (184). Through this image of nature, of a stream among stones, again 
the narrator’s feelings are embodied and expressed. Thus, visual images in this story are 
merely gateways to access the characters’ feelings and invitation to reader participation in the 
characters’ emotions is what is done by investing scenery with theatre. 
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3.3   The Ticket 
 
In ‘The Ticket’ which appeared in print in 2006 – the shadowed atmosphere of the home is 
more an expression of the narrator’s ambivalence; and the focus on the atmospheric depiction 
of the house and its surroundings is done to evoke a certain kind of response in the reader – 
that of identification with a girl agreeing to accept a loveless marriage only to escape from 
the stilted, cloistered and sorrowful atmosphere of her house – where lives are lived as if in 
twilight. 
 
The story opens with the narrator having a dream about her grandmother and her great-aunt, 
who lived together in the same house after the narrator’s grandfather passed away. In the 
dream also they have a stillness about them. Their lives are not boisterous, their interests not 
frivolous. The portrait which Munro sketches is one of strict sobriety and seriousness, a life 
focused on discipline and self-regulation – the antithesis of excess. The fact that the narrator 
finds them boring, and dull, though dignified, is revealed by the fact that she never visited 
them much when they were alive. Ambitious, and even in the dream, in an impatient hurry, 
she asks them whether they keep up with the world and tells them that she would be back. 
This dream, a projection of the sub-conscious, is what sets the mood and the tone of the story. 
Quiet, serious and sombre the household seems the antithesis of Munro’s narrator – bursting 
with life, full of striving competitiveness and eager to get out into the world. The town which 
the narrator is due to leave, is itself is described in sepia-coloured tones, like something out 
of an old photograph: 
 
it was spellbound, with a melancholy light on the gray or yellow brick walls, and a peculiar 
stillness, now that the birds had flown south and the reaping machines in the country round 
about were silent (259).  
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The narrator’s depiction of the town as fading, and having had its heyday is simply 
foreshadowing for her own purposes so that a seamless transition could be effected to a 
narrative, a small inset in the story, of her grandmother’s history. It turns out that the 
grandmother was in love with an indecisive though charismatic man who got another woman 
pregnant. The narrator’s grandmother subsequently forced the man she was in love with to 
marry the other woman because she wanted him to do what was right and shoulder his 
responsibilities. This austere and stern self-discipline on the grandmother’s part could be 
interpreted as the willful pushing away of happiness leading to an unfulfilled life.  
 
 
All this is suggested by Munro through the detailing of the mood and atmospheres which 
surround the house the grandmother and the great-aunt live in. The narrator, who is due to get 
married, but not for conventional reasons having to do with love thinks of her grandmother 
and her sister as ‘simple’ (281) only because they are not as forward or self-assertive as her, 
and is surprised when her Aunt suspects her of not being in love and offers her money ‘to get 
away’ (281) if she changes her mind. The narrator not having had expected her great-aunt to 
have seen through her so easily, refuses the money, and promises instead to be ‘a good wife’ 
(282). The granddaughter is thus seen to be making an alliance, not with the hasty 
impetuousness of youth, but like her grandmother, after due consideration of the options 
available. The fact that it verges on being a coldly calculating choice she chooses not to see. 
This sense of restriction is suggested by Munro through evocative and atmospheric hints - the 
stuffiness of the dressing room, the tapestry, the dressmaking materials, the sense of 
suffocation, practical household objects neatly folded and wrapped in a trunk. 
 
 
Munro’s hard-headed protagonists with their voracious appetites – in whatever situation they 
are (lusting after married men, making a marriage for reasons of social-elevation) see life as 
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a series of morally ambiguous choices. The fact that they always choose the practical option 
- does not represent a lack in their judgment, rather it represents an acceptance of the 
compromises life forces us to make, a willingness towards daredevilry, a shift from the 
straight and the narrow path. My own stories feature such characters who either betray 
themselves or morality through their life choices. Such thematic strands are found across all 
of my stories though presently I would like to discuss ten stories of mine which appeal to 
romanticism and emotion, where the feeling nature of the protagonists leads them astray (and 
where the Gothic narrative convention of using an expressive visuality to communicate the 
characters’ internal emotional states can be found to be employed.) 
  
The first story ‘Malti Flowers and the Missing Bride’ is a tale of a princess who is engaged to 
get married to someone she does not love. The story of her aunt who married for love is 
evoked against the romantic background of diffuse ‘sunlight filtering through the bargad tree 
and dancing in iridescent radiance over the moss covered stones’ and in the final section of 
the story when the Princess elopes with her lover – the impression that the reader is supposed 
to have is as if she has been spirited away. This suggestion of the supernatural in this story 
aims to arouse a sense of awe and wonder in the reader. The other four stories feature spectral 
phantoms (in some form or the other) causing the emotive response of disorientation in the 
reader. ‘Phillipa’ is a story with a mysterious core and the mystery is never resolved. The man 
is supposed to be the protagonist’s first husband, who is walking with her (their) child on a 
crowded city street. But all the reader knows is that Phillipa sees something she doesn’t 
expect. By the time the reader has worked out that they are phantoms, and met their death 
through drowning, the woman has already walked into the water to join them. 
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The other three stories (‘A Visitation’, ‘Crocuses in spring, 1958’27 and ‘Fox Hill’) are ghost 
stories where apparitions serve a premonitory purpose. They come to warn the protagonist 
either of an impending doom or of some communication that they deem to be important. 
Atmosphere, and the reactions of the characters to the ghosts are of more importance than any 
gory description of horror and blood. Fiona, when she sees the dog feels that her legs have 
‘turned to string’ and is unable to get up from the chair. It is the sudden drop in temperature 
that alerts the camper on Fox Hill that something is off. 
 
 
The other five stories were written as an interlinked set with the theme of betrayal in mind. 
Betrayal, has been the mainstay of Gothic fiction and such dark deeds of the protagonists is 
what drives the plot, in Gothic fiction. Thus it is in these stories where largely blameless 
characters suffer devastating betrayals at the hands of those they love. Tarika in ‘Holi’ wants 
to put a stop to her cousin’s arrogant and presumptuous behavior and does not care for the 
middle-aged man who has lost his heart to her nubile lissomness. Abhinandan is more 
interested in the student he claims not to know, than his smitten colleague whom he pretends 
a dalliance with to win the aforementioned student back. The girl in ‘Emerald-Green’ gets 
over her lover with a casual offhandedness which contrasts with his intense attachment and 
drunken brawling in the doorway of her flat. The wife in ‘An Illicit Intimacy’28 does not care 
for her ‘distraught’ husband who suspects her of infidelity, or for what will happen if he 
confirms his suspicions, so intent is she on having a good time with the businessman’s son. 
Khurram in ‘The Bead Shop’ forgets about Arjumand after having his wicked way with her, 
though realizes his mistake just in time and returns to claim her as his own just as she is about 
to lose hope. Thus, thematically, in terms of content (considering the theme of betrayal) and 
                                                          
27 ‘Crocuses in Spring, 1958’ was published in print in The Ghastling magazine (Book Five). 
28 ‘An Illicit Intimacy’ has appeared in print in the Hard-Boiled Pulp Magazine (Issue 1), Oct. 2015.  
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in terms of ‘the mode of telling’ (heightened expressive visuality intent upon evoking 
emotion) - the stories take part in the conventions of Gothic fiction and combine the Gothic 
and the realist traditions. 
 
4.  UNCONSCIOUS INVASIVENESS IN MUNRO’S FICTION  
In this chapter I will discuss three of Munro’s stories – ‘The Office’ which appears in Munro’s 
inaugural collection published in 1968, ‘Cortes Island’ which is part of another celebrated 
collection of stories published thirty years later, and ‘Some Women’ which is part of a volume 
Munro published in 2009. The story titled ‘The Office’, seems to be a template for some of 
later Munro stories. In this particular story, the narrator moves into an office which is leased 
out to her by a landlord who begins a systematic campaign of harassment against the narrator 
once she decides to not succumb to his emotional demandingness and need for intimacy. This 
type of character is a recurring one in Munro’s fiction. Such characters frequently deceive 
themselves about their true propensity for harm. Believing themselves to be acting in an 
emotional, nurturing way – they are not aware of over-grounding or over-binding those who 
fall into their orbit. As a consequence of having overpowering emotions, they have a 
significant emotional hold (or emotional power) over others, but the fact that the people in 
their lives, their victims, might rebel against this stifling, claustrophobic hold that they seek 
to have does not seem to occur to them. They persist in their efforts, heedless of the damage 
they cause, and force those, whom they revolve their lives around, to give them emotional 
space, attention, a place in their lives, or some other kind of reward for their emotional 
preoccupation. When their victims refuse to do so, or try to sidestep their demands, their 
behavior degenerates into bitchiness, resentment, emotional angst and other such related 
issues. 
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4.1   Cortes Island 
In ‘Cortes Island’, the protagonist and her husband move into the basement of a house in 
Vancouver, and the landlady tries to be friends with ‘the little bride’ (122). When her efforts 
are rebuffed, she turns to making disparaging remarks about her lodger. When the husband 
intervenes, and complains to the woman’s son – she intensifies her campaign of harassment 
until the couple are forced to find alternative accommodation. Later, in this marvelously 
subtle story, the reader shall be made aware that the present wheelchair-bound Mr. Gorrie had 
been Mrs. Gorrie’s lover when she had been married to her first husband – she had eventually 
murdered this husband by burning his house down! But in the beginning of the story, the 
reader is not aware of these facts, which are implied much later in the text. The first time the 
reader has a premonition of something wrong in the Gorrie household it is when Ray (Mrs. 
Gorrie’s son from her first husband) comes over to visit:  
 
Mrs. Gorrie always called down the stairs to ask how Ray was and whether he would like a 
cup of tea. He always said he was okay and he didn’t have time. She said that he worked too 
hard, just like herself. She tried to fob off on him some extra dessert she had made, some 
preserves or cookies or gingerbread—the same things she was always pushing at me. He 
would say no, he had just eaten, or that he had plenty of stuff at home. I always resisted, too, 
but on the seventh or eighth try I would give in. It was so embarrassing to go on refusing, in 
the face of her wheedling and disappointment. I admired the way Ray could keep saying no. 
He didn’t even say, ‘No, Mother.’ Just no. (123) 
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This quotation demonstrates an important characteristic of (some of) Munro’s characters. 
Their ability to suffocate others around them. They do not know when to stop with their 
demands, and pestering and unwelcome intrusions. The narrator’s husband soon sums up the 
Gorries as ‘grotesque’ (140) but does not take direct action soon enough. The narrator thus 
has to resort to clever and devious plans to keep Mrs. Gorrie at bay. Not being able to be 
directly rude to her landlady, she takes to predicting Mrs. Gorrie’s behavior, and tries to either 
outsmart, sidestep or avoid her:  
 
When Mrs. Gorrie asked me to go up for coffee I never wanted to go. I was busy with my 
own life in the basement. Sometimes when she came knocking on my door I pretended not to 
be home. But in order to do that I had to get the lights out and the door locked the instant I 
heard her open the door at the top of the stairs, and then I had to stay absolutely still while she 
tapped her fingernails against the door and trilled my name. Also I had to be very quiet for at 
least an hour afterward and refrain from flushing the toilet. If I said that I couldn’t spare the 
time, I had things to do, she would laugh and say, ‘What things?’ (123) 
 
The newly-married narrator who aspires to be a writer, relishes her freedom after her husband 
leaves for work, and reads as many books as she can ‘in a giddiness of gulped riches’ (127) 
and practices her writing – ‘pages that started off authoritatively, and then went dry’ (128). 
Angered at what the landlady perceives as the narrator’s holding out on her she tries to 
engender guilt in her, and is almost successful:  
 
I felt a guilty unease, if not guilt itself … what about the times when I hadn’t answered her 
knock, when I’d tried to sneak in and out of the house unnoticed, lowering my head as I passed 
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under her kitchen window? What about the way I’d kept up a thin but sugary pretense of 
friendship in answer to her offers—surely—of the real thing? (142) 
 
Finally, the narrator, tired of being coerced, decides to move to a new house and makes the 
mistake of giving in her notice to Ray instead of Mrs. Gorrie herself. This provokes in Mrs. 
Gorrie an absurd ‘level of hostility’ (145). Monstrous excess, is after all, a characteristic 
feature of Gothic characters:  
 
‘She isn’t right in the head. She’d sit down there and say she’s writing letters and she writes 
the same thing over and over again—it’s not letters, it’s the same thing over and over. She’s 
not right in the head.’ Now I knew that she must have uncrumpled the pages in my 
wastebasket. I often tried to start the same story with the same words. (145) 
 
The narrator, who soon realizes, due to this, and other comments of Mrs. Gorrie’s, that she 
used to let herself in with her key into the narrator’s room, to spy and examine her things gets 
fatigued and frightened by Mrs. Gorrie’s excessive level of involvement. Mrs. Gorrie also 
reveals herself to be a paranoiac, and shows herself to be harbouring unreasonable animosity 
towards her lodger: 
 
She complained that I was telling stories about her up and down the street … “I’ll tell you 
who’s a crazy liar spreading lies about me and my husband—” Chess said, ‘We’re not 
listening to you. You leave my wife alone.’ (146). 
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This story’s entire structure - the flashback into the Gothic setting of ‘a primeval island’, the 
present condition of ‘hidden secrets from the past that haunt the characters’ psychologically’, 
the coda of characters’ dreams holding the key to ‘unresolved crimes’29 – all these elements 
are present in this story but it is the deformity of the landlady, her bizarre and disturbing 
behaviour which truly makes this story ‘Gothic.’ 
 
4.2   The Office 
‘The Office’, which is an early work, also traces a similar drama. The protagonist is, again, a 
writer, and the office is taken for the purpose of helping her write in peace. She asserts with 
detachment at the beginning of the story, that the utility of the office or the functional purpose 
of it was to free her from the demands of home and children. She says, that ‘she had not 
planned, in taking an office, to take up the responsibility of knowing any more human beings.’ 
Later, when Mr. Malley comes to apologize for bothering her, with the present of a plant, the 
narrator tries to explain to him that: 
 
I had made provision for an area in my life where good feelings, or bad, did not enter in, that 
between him and me, in fact, it was not necessary that there be any feelings at all … 
 
The office slowly transmutes into a Gothic space for the narrator, with the landlord not only 
frequently pestering the narrator with one thing or the other – but actually entering the office 
with his own key and reading her manuscript (simply out of craven curiousity) after she locks 
up and goes home. Soon the narrator’s status becomes similar to that of an imperiled heroine 
                                                          
29 The quotations are from The Cambridge Companion to Gothic Fiction, p.2 
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in a Gothic castle – feeling neglected the landlord starts taping notes on her door summoning 
her to his office where he accuses her of all sorts of imagined and invented misdemeanours: 
 
As the notes grew more virulent our personal encounters ceased … gradually our relationship 
passed into something that was entirely fantasy. He accused me now, by note, of being 
intimate with people from Numero Cinq. This was a coffee-house in the neighbourhood, 
which I imagine he invoked for symbolic purposes. I felt that nothing much more would 
happen now, the notes would go on, their contents becoming possibly more grotesque … 
 
The Gothic as a genre deals with ‘derangements of human subjectivity’30 to configure a topsy-
turvy Gothic otherworld in which a threatened heroine tries to hold on to what DeLamotte 
calls ‘conscious worth’ -  something like this happens to the narrator here too. The story’s 
structure of incarceration and escape, along with its intense focus on social observation and 
scrutiny makes this story, though less accomplished than ‘Cortes Island’, equally Gothic-
Realist. 
4.3.   Some Women 
This story, which deals with a jealous and intrusive mother-in-law who takes a shine to her 
masseuse and sets her up against her daughter-in-law whom she resents, is one of my personal 
favourites of all of Munro’s work, and engages in detailing the natural human failings which 
people don’t bother to keep a handle on, and how this eventually leads to unbelievable 
grotesqueries of uncontrolled behaviour. 
 
                                                          
30 The Cambridge Companion to Gothic Fiction, p. 193. 
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The narrator, who notices soon enough that Old Mrs. Crozier’s approval of her masseuse is 
simply because of her being someone her son likes and so somebody to potentially pit against 
the daughter-in-law she hates: 
 
The fact that Old Mrs. Crozier snickered disturbed me as much as the jokes themselves. I 
wondered if she didn’t actually get the jokes but simply enjoyed listening to whatever 
Roxanne said. She sat there with that chewed-in yet absent-minded smile on her face, as if 
she’d been given a present that she knew she’d like, even though she hadn’t got the wrapping 
off it yet. 
 
Roxanne’s own insistence on trying to see whether she is making an effect on the remote and 
aloof Sylvia to whom people ‘were no more than bugs on a lampshade’ can be seen in her 
curious questioning of the child: 
 
“I never meant to stay so late,” she said. “I wouldn’t want to run into that schoolteacher.” I 
didn’t understand for a moment. “You know. Syl-vi-a. She’s not crazy about me, either, is 
she? She ever mention me when she drives you home?” I said that Sylvia had never mentioned 
Roxanne to me during any of our drives. “You sure she never says anything about me?” I said 
again that she didn’t. “She’s tired when she gets home.” “Yeah. Everybody’s tired. Some just 
learn to act like they aren’t.” I did say something then, to balk her. “I quite like her.” “You 
qwat like her?” Roxanne mocked. Playfully, sharply, she jerked at a strand of the bangs I had 
recently cut for myself. “You ought to do something decent with your hair.” 
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When Mr. Crozier locks himself in, defending himself against Roxanne’s ministrations as she 
starts getting too close for his comfort, this story begins mirroring primitive Gothic tales 
where the coveted jewel is locked at the heart of a corrupted castle, and to which, only the 
worthy and pure hero can, through his devotion and bravery, gain access. The gender roles 
are reversed here, but the archetypal background remains the same, and it is this background, 
which gives the story its effective emotive power. 
               
I have aligned ten of my tales to this chapter. In all of these stories, meddlesome characters, 
with their unwanted incursions, try to gain a foothold in the loved one’s life – with disastrous 
consequences. Unlike Munro’s stories, where the dark characters with no lives of their own, 
are on the periphery, as they deserve – in my stories they have shifted to center-stage. Making 
them speak in the first-person also makes the reader have access to their thoughts. There is a 
greater clarity of motive, and the reader can see the self-deception at work. Simple, realist 
stories can often be transformed into something dark, and Gothic by making the protagonists 
transgress - especially when discovery-writing, the method of making the characters’ 
transgress is the one most likely to lead the author’s protagonist to his or her doom. It is also 
interesting to have hints of unreliability in the text: what the narrator thinks he is doing or tells 
us he is doing should be different from what he or she actually does. This provides a pleasing 
tension in the text and the reader gets a chance to exercise his own intelligence to figure things 
out for himself. 
 
I would like to supply some details or working notes on how I wrote the following stories, 
how I fleshed out the unreliable narrators and what was the effect I was trying to achieve. The 
first story I would like to discuss is ‘Nine days of summer’ where I have tried to conjure up 
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the claustrophobic mood and suffocating atmosphere31 generally found in low-income 
households where the lack of space makes people get in each other’s way all the time, and 
where the pressures of being a wage-slave makes people ‘boil over with a scalding rage and 
loathing.’32 There is a constant striving, and a pressure to make something of oneself, in order 
to obtain a better lifestyle which makes people unduly reactionary, irritable, and impatient 
with each other. This story, which investigates the corrosive effect of sin, of having an 
unspeakable load upon one’s heart has descriptions of the ‘calm and collected’ narrator 
coming apart at night, surrendering to fanciful notions, and wanting to wrench the wallpaper 
(which has a pattern of roses on it and which reminds the narrator of blood splotches) off the 
wall. Later on in the story, the tolling of temple bells seems to the narrator to be more 
‘ominous, more menacing with every passing second.’ 
            
In the second story, ‘A Cloud of Smoke’ the narrator rationalizes her choices away, with glib 
and superficially convincing explanations of her actions. Feeling wronged by the man who 
had ‘duped and ditched’ her, she goes to his farm and sets a pile of hay on fire. Not guilty on 
a conscious level, as she did not intend to cause the death of the couple’s baby sleeping nearby, 
as she tells herself, she nevertheless has dreams where black clouds of smoke engulf her, and 
threaten to choke her. The narrator’s being assailed by guilt, at night when her defences are 
down, occurs despite the fact that she is not aware of the enormity of her sin on a conscious-
ego level. 
           
                                                          
31 In order to do this, I re-read Bainbridge’s celebrated Booker-nominated novel The Dressmaker, 1973. 
32 Munro, Alice. The View from Castle Rock, p. 173. 
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In ‘Chandennagar’ the displaced lover33, suffering from class-envy; and experiencing her 
lover’s rejection of her as a deprivation, imagines everyone to be in on the joke, and her being 
the last one to know of her lover’s infidelity: 
 
I looked at the starlit sky, the wide and the deep expanse of the night. The stars seemed to be 
winking at me, as if they were in on this cruel joke. Only I was excluded, it seemed. 
       
This is similar to the scene in ‘A Cloud of Smoke’ where the narrator projects her own 
interior feelings of rejection and inadequacy on external objects: 
 
The carved pumpkin I was holding in my hands, had its lips parted in a   grotesque smile. He 
was laughing at me. I threw it across the floor …    
The narrator in ‘The Photograph’ is younger and more innocent, but like Munro’s characters, 
even she recognizes the out-of-control quality of dreams, and their power in bringing to the 
fore repressed anxieties and hidden motives:  
 
I stepped close to the water, and a dreadful chill passed over me. I drew my coat even tighter 
around myself and took my phone out from my pocket. My hands were shaking so much that I 
was in the danger of dropping the phone. I knew that if this was a hideous dream, my phone 
would have clattered onto the pavement and spun into the water as that is how things happened 
in dreams.   
 
                                                          
33 This is an unreliable narrator, defined by James N. Frey as someone whose ‘credibility has been seriously 
compromised’ (1994: 104). 
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Later, the narrator realizes that life also has this quality of uncontrollable improvisation, 
a sense of direction outside human control, what Munro calls ‘queer turns of fate’34: 
 
I mused on the unexpected turns that life could take - the unpredictability and the unfathomable 
mysteries it concealed. 
 
In ‘The Tomato Lady’35 the narrator is proud of the quality of the soil in her tomato-
patch, she does not acknowledge, even to herself, any sense of wrongdoing – but the 
reader cannot fail to miss that ‘the wind rushing through the chimney’ makes her ‘think 
of weeping ghosts who deserve to be forgotten’ and that the sound of the roaring sea 
also seems to her like ‘the wailing of ghosts.’ It is notable that the jealousy which impels 
the narrator to murder first makes its appearance in warped dreams:  
 
At night I would have dreams of my rival lying on a cart of luscious tomatoes, holding out 
one in her hand while my ex-lover ran behind her panting, struggling to catch up. She would 
throw some of them at him as a reward and he would struggle to catch them … in my 
dreams I would see her as she really was – relishing her sweet victory, the juice dribbling 
down from her satisfied mouth, gloating at me from among those plump tomatoes, flaunting 
her wares content in a cartful of fruit, crooking her diamond studded finger, and dangling 
tantalizingly the man she had usurped from me … 
  
In ‘A Heart full of Fire’ the daydreams are of a different kind, the narrator reads novels 
with her feet in a tub of hot water, and trails through the house ‘in a gush of almost 
                                                          
34 Munro, Alice. Something I’ve been meaning to tell you. 
35 This story has a Rapunzel motif running through it, with the narrator playing first the part of Rapunzel and 
then the old crone.  
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palpable happiness.’ The few golden apples36 that the artist paints on his canvas seem 
to the narrator, in her state of romantic enthrallment, to be a ‘splendid secret’ but reality 
soon strikes, and the disillusionment is what impels the narrator to arrange for a live 
burial.37 This story has an open ending, and I have resisted narrative closure. Similarly, 
in ‘Ivy Lodge, 1935’ it is never made clear whether the husband is actually poisoning 
the wife, or whether it is fear and grief at being cheated upon that makes the wife push 
his car off the cliff. I have left this open to question, as I feel that this heightens reader 
suspense38 and anticipation. 
In ‘Medea’39, the over-attached narrator hurting from her husband’s desertion of her, 
and her loneliness and responsibility as a single parent after the divorce, succumbs to 
distorted thinking: 
I was prone to bouts of crying, and fear. My breathing would be shallow, and my breath 
would come in snatches. In the deep of the night I would fantasize killing his children whose 
responsibility he had heaped upon me. I could throttle them to death while they slept. 
Strangle them with pillows … they had merely been a means of cementing the marriage. 
But without him, my life was meaningless, everything was like ashes.                                                                                                                                                       
 
In ‘A Kiss of Death’40 also, there is distorted thinking. Instead of calm acceptance, of 
things not meant to be, and of letting nature take its course, the narrator laments that her 
machinations have had no effect:  
                                                          
36 I inserted this in the text of my story as an allusion to King Midas, whose touch turned everything to gold. 
Except here it is the reverse, the narrator’s cynical, destructive negativity blights her efforts and lead her to 
(possible) ruin.  
37 See Edgar Allan Poe’s short stories for more examples of the same.  
38 Patricia Highsmith describes the suspense short story in Plotting and Writing Suspense Fiction as one in 
which ‘the possibility of violent action, even death, is close all the time.’  
39 This story was published in the Darkness Unbound anthology produced by Migla Press, 2016.  
40 This story appeared in print in the Betty Fedora Crime Fiction Magazine (Issue 1), March 2015.  
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The third thing which rankled was the foiling of my careful plans by such a small mistake. I 
knew that if we hadn’t got exposed so early, and I had got more time with him, I would have 
been able to get him attached to me, get him round to my point of view and then he would have 
left her. But this premature exposure, this wrench in the works, when I had worked so hard for 
him body and soul – this really got to me. 
 
‘Smoking Kills!’ is the story that rounds off this chapter. It revolves around a too passive 
character whose lack of will and assertiveness are true impediments. The characters in this 
story deceive and dabble in sin, but the tone remains light-hearted and humourous. The only 
story, among this set, to not feature first-person-narration; this story has the main character 
sit by thoughtfully while nature or fate takes care of things. 
 
5. CONCLUSION 
  
Arguing for the creation of a new genre41, and locating my own writing in it was not the 
primary aim of the contextualizing commentary when I first set out to write it. The primary 
aim was to comment upon my process of composition and to analyse how an original work 
of creative writing gets produced - how much does it draw from preceding texts which have 
come before it, and how does it improve upon existing artistic practice. This is what I had 
intended to write about, but as I started writing my commentary I realized that each 
individual has his or her own vision. It might be similar to the vision of writers who have 
gone before, in which case one would feel a kinship with them, and wish to examine how 
                                                          
41 It should be noted that genre and generic labels are quite fluid. Some children writers, for example David 
Almond, and Aidan Chambers are regularly read and enjoyed by adults.  
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is it that they do what they do - and wish to examine the threads that run through their work. 
But no one can substitute another’s vision for one’s own. Each bit of writing, contains 
within itself, something of the author, an imprint of the individual who wrote it; and to 
discuss how a work differs from those others who write in the same style is fruitless. 
Similarly, simply to reflect upon one’s own work feels inadequate. Keeping this in mind, I 
blocked both these approaches: neither did I want to compare, contrast and mark out 
differences, and nor did I want to simply reflect upon my own work, or only elaborate upon 
how I composed it. Though I recognized that in my work, I drew upon my tacit knowledge 
of human behaviour, life experience, observation, and previous reading – the processes of 
composition still seem very mysterious to me (even though I have been writing short fiction 
since 201042) and I instinctively shy away from examining the process.43 After opting out 
of both these pathways, I was for a little while, at a loss as to how to approach my critical 
commentary. Finally, I fell back on what I felt I had most wanted to do – to examine the 
stylistic patterns and trace themes in the work of one of my favourite writers, to point out 
similar themes which I feel exist in my own work, and consequently to argue for the 
development of a new, more nuanced genre to which a predecessor’s and my own work can 
be assigned. 
                
‘Gothic-Realism’ is not an accepted genre44 currently. Most writers define themselves 
either as Gothic writers – authors such as Gillian Flynn, Paula Hawkins, and Kate Morton 
are examples of writers who have started working within this genre and, yet have managed 
                                                          
42 Apart from an isolated story titled ‘The Queen Ferry’ written in October 2005 (for a magazine competition) 
I started writing short fiction in the summer of 2010. The second story I ever wrote, and despite its title, I feel 
one of my best - ‘Within Circles of Light’ got accepted by Vintage Script and was published in Issue 3 of the 
magazine.  
43 Other works of mine which have been published, but not included in this thesis, are: ‘DPP v Morgan, 1975’ 
in the Linnet’s Wing (spring 2014), ‘Painting Briar Rose’ in Indigo Rising, ‘An Invitation to Dinner’ in Katherine 
Mansfield Studies (volume 7), and ‘The Lost Child’ in Tales from the Grave. 
44 In his book Get started in writing Science Fiction and Fantasy Adam Roberts asserts that ‘the literary history 
of the last 30 years has been one of (to use critic Gary Wolfe’s phrase) the ‘evaporation’ of genres.’  
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to achieve both much critical acclaim as well as sales and popular success. Literary writers 
such as Penelope Lively, Marilynne Robinson, Edna O’Brien, Ruth Jahabvala, Anita 
Brookner, and Elizabeth Strout due to their erudition and finely-wrought style are 
uniformly classed as realists. Those realists who do dabble in fantasy such as Atwood, 
Cynthia Ozick, Iris Murdoch, Angela Carter, and Kiran Desai are eventually discussed 
more in the context of their fablesque narratives, and the incorporation of fairy-tale 
elements in their realist work. The ‘Gothic’ element in their work goes unnoticed. Despite 
the fact that much of these writers’ oeuvre straddles both these categories, and that the 
categories themselves are not so distinct but frequently overlap, the sad fact of the matter 
remains that the taint of the ‘Gothic’ as a low-prestige and somewhat commercial genre – 
as opposed to literary realism which, if one does that sort of writing well, guarantees a place 
on the shortlist of some of the most well-regarded and prestigious prizes in the world – 
makes writers themselves not acknowledge the Gothic element in their work. Rachel Cusk 
is an example of one of the newer writers who does realism well, Helen Dunmore is an 
example of someone who has a substantial gothic output, but this aspect of her work is 
under-studied and under-researched, she is also primarily classed as a realist. Among other 
writers, Ian McEwan and Kazuo Ishiguro despite demonstrating a noticeable Gothic leaning 
in their work, are routinely classed as realists.  
                           
This leaning of the publishers and the authors themselves to vie for the high canon of 
realism, with its attendant prestige instead of acknowledging the Gothicism of their work 
is due to the perceived reputation of the two genres: realism is seen as serious, high-minded, 
interested in exploring moral concerns and the state of the individual. The Gothic novel is 
seen as preoccupied with salacious concerns, intent upon evoking a pleasing terror, and 
because of its fantastical treatment of its subjects is seen as a less rigorous or exhaustive 
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form. The introduction of a new genre called ‘Gothic-Realism’ can solve many of these 
classification issues. The commercial taint which has still not been eradicated from the 
Gothic novel, a remnant of previous attitudes, and which makes the authors avoid the label 
‘Gothic’ in an effort to be taken seriously - leads to an underexposure of the generic 
elements in their work, despite the fact that it is those very generic, pulpy elements which 
contribute to the pleasing aesthetic wholeness of their work, and in many cases these 
generic elements provide access to a much larger readership than these authors would have 
had had they stuck solely to the more rarefied school of realist writing. 
                                
This unacknowledged debt to the Gothic, after reaping the advantages offered by that form, 
can be remedied, if the label ‘Gothic-Realism’ came to be used more explicitly to demarcate 
those works in which both the Gothic and the realistic play an equal part. This will restore 
respect to an unfairly maligned and under-appreciated genre; and allow a greater 
permissiveness in, and free acknowledgement of, the use of populist elements in even high-
quality literature. 
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